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Jerzy Kosinski’s novel The Painted Bird has been described as a work built on the “unhallowed 

ground” of “evil” and “ruled” thematically “by cosmic terror.” Many argue that the work 

identifies the human condition as un-redeemably depraved; however, if one reads the orphan in 

The Painted Bird as a plum-line with ethical considerations, the aforementioned interpretation 

will be reconsidered. To this end, three questions are addressed in this dissertation: is there an 

ethical question related to the stranger; how does the orphan exist; and in what way does The 

Painted Bird address ethical witnessing? Put succinctly: is there a way to read The Painted Bird 

with a view toward ethics? I will address these question considering The Painted Bird (and other 

of Kosinski’s works) using Levinasian themes.  

Even though The Painted Bird has been treated under the auspice of Freudian, Heideggerian and 

Nietzschean critiques, these ways of reading fail to notice the ethical demand of non-

indifference. This dissertation considers Hatley, Ozsváth, and Patterson’s descriptions of 

Holocaust literature as essentially philosophical and ethical, the “universally necessary 

commandment that transcends all plots,” the commandment to hear and respond to the voice of 
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the other. David Patterson describes the essential element of the Holocaust novel as the 

redemption of the self, “resurrected through responsibility couched in an absolute non-

indifference.” Thus, the purpose of this dissertation is to reconsider The Painted Bird ethically, 

using Emmanuel Levinas’ ethical themes of non-indifference, proximity, infinity, the face and 

freedom. Even though The Painted Bird is the primary feature for this dissertation, Kosinski’s 

other works are considered, especially characters like Chance (in Being There) and Oscar (in 

Blind Date), showing them to be the suffering characters like the unnamed orphan in The Painted 

Bird. Other Holocaust works will be considered also using Levinasian themes in order to show 

how Holocaust genre is unique. 
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INTRODUCTION 

    Jerzy Kosinski’s novel The Painted Bird has been described as a work built on the 

“unhallowed ground” of “evil” and “ruled” thematically “by cosmic terror.”1 Many argue that the 

work identifies the human condition as un-redeemably depraved;2 however, if one reads the 

orphan in The Painted Bird as a plum-line with ethical considerations the aforementioned 

interpretation should be reconsidered. To reconsider the aforementioned interpretation (which is 

pervasive) three questions need to be addressed: is there an ethical question related to the 

stranger; does the stranger exist as a passive, valueless victim or as an ethical question that 

demands a responsible answer; and in what way does this work constitute ethical witnessing ?3 

Put succinctly: is there a way to read The Painted Bird with ethical considerations? If so, how 

might this be done; what hermeneutical guise offers a legitimate way to read the work with a 

view towards an ethic? 

      Both James Hatley and Zsuzsanna Ozsváth understand Holocaust literature as fundamentally 

philosophical, demanding an ethic that transcends all plots.4 If this is the case a philosophical 

                                                 

1 Lawrence Langer, The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1975), 167. 

 
2 Krystyna Prendowska, Ivan Sanders, Annelies Vande Wyngaerde, Laurence Langer, David Richter, 

Jerome Klinkowitz, Alan Rosen, and Stephen Katz. 

 
3 See, Ivan Sanders, “The Gifts of Strangeness: Alienation and Creation in Jerzy Kosinski’s Fiction”. 

(Polish Review 19 1974): 171–89. Sanders argues that the stranger is a “one-sided” character who seeks “to master a 

situation, to understand, to control, to possess experience”; however this position reads the stranger as one who 

cannot engender any type of rectification (172). 

 
4 See: James Hatley, Suffering Witness The Quandary of Responsibility After the Irreparable (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2000) and Z. Ozsvath, and Satz, M. “The Audacity of Expressing the Inexpressible: 

The Relation Between Moral and Aesthetic Considerations in Holocaust Literature”. See also, Lawrence A. Vogel, 

“Emmanuel Levinas and the Judaism of the Good Samaritan”, (Digital Commons @ Connecticut College, 

January,1, 2008). 
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lens must be employed when reading Holocaust literature. But, which lens offers the most 

credible themes for appropriate observations? And can these themes encourage an ethical reading 

of Jerzy Kosinski’s The Painted Bird?  

          Kosinski and his work The Painted Bird lend to several thematic connections between him 

and Emmanuel Levinas, warranting an ethical reading. First, Kosinski, like Levinas, places his 

strangers at the center of his primary works, demanding those locked in the totality of their being 

to risk the “adventure of a subjectivity, different from that which is dominated” by self-

discovery.5 Second, at the center of both authors (Levinas’ philosophical project and Kosinski’s 

novels) lies the value of danger, the value of being responsible “one-for-the-other.”6 Kosinski’s 

orphans risk their lives as they approach precarious hosts naked without defense, seeking shelter 

from them. Levinas describes his stranger, like Kosinski’s orphan, as risking all things even his 

belief in God, in order for the host and stranger to find a kind of suitable salvation. Both embody 

a risky adventure, without dependence on folklore, pious prayers, ready-made communication, 

and utilitarian concern; this approach has ethical implications that are at the center of Kosinski’s 

novels and Levinas’ philosophical project. If one reads The Painted Bird in this way, readers will 

observe ethical implications that have not been considered, and this way to approach the text can 

offer a new way to read many other Holocaust works.  

                                                 

 
5 Emmanuel Lévinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence, (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 

1998), 120. This is also connected to the Levinasian idea that “absolute alterity [is] revealed in the sacredness of the 

face-to-face relation.” Each episode in The Painted Bird offers condemnation on an egocentric ethic, one that 

remains allergic to the ethical obligation one has for another.   

 
6 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 

1998), 45 
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         Levinas argues that the stranger is a gift to his host; but the host must suffer all to protect, 

sustain and save the stranger. The host must save the estranged from his enclosure, becoming for 

the stranger “without deliberation” and “without the compulsions” of principles or established 

commitments, allowing a perennial escape. Levinas says,  

This responsibility commits me, and does so before any truth and any certainty, 

making the question of trust and norms an idle question, for in its uprightness a 

consciousness is not only naivety and opinion.7 

 

Because the stranger is exposed to the “wounds and outrage,” remaining “more passive still as 

the passivity of effects,”8 without a voice, the host has the opportunity and responsibility to 

abandon his ego to offer a salvific hand for a stranger, and in this way the host becomes a 

responsible human and the stranger is saved.9  Thus, in both projects the host is responsible for 

the stranger, offering him redemption, giving him a voice, opening him to an infinite world 

where both can live responsibly for one another.  

        In The Painted Bird, the orphan (the stranger) walks about with his “eyes closed…knocking 

against everything like a moth blinded by sudden brightness” locked within the confines of his 

being.10  The host then has the responsibility to save this stranger from a damning ipseity 

                                                 

7 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence, 120. 

 
8 Ibid, 142.  

 
9It is not the aim of this dissertation to prove or even demand an otherworldly kind of redemption as a 

leitmotif of Holocaust literature, nor is it the aim of this dissertation to show redemption in The Painted Bird as a 

primary concern; rather the aim is to show that using a particular kind hermeneutic allows an ethic to be understood. 

The other, as the stranger is a kind of interruption answering an ethical demand which offers redemption to both the 

one who is crying out and the one who is responding. See: Susan Handelman. Fragments of Redemption: Jewish 

Thought and Literary Theory in Benjamin, Scholem, and Levinas, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991). 

 
10 Jerzy Kosinski, The Painted Bird, (New York: Grove Press, 1995), 7. 
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produced by enclosed environments. And “since the whole world…was broken” a host is 

required to mend this broken world, saving this stranger from himself. This is an ethical reading, 

and in this way Kosinski illustrates the “marvelous mirror, which could reflect the whole world” 

with his hosts. The host has the ethical requirement to repair this broken world.11 The care of the 

other forces those locked in the totality of their being to be released from their cogito, and find 

reparation, feeling the weight of their responsibility as one who is held hostage by the stranger.12  

The eyes and the face are central characteristics for both authors and both of these elements have 

ethical ramifications. These two thematic connections (eyes and face) demand a Levinasian 

reading.  

         Additionally, the orphan in Kosinski’s works evades synthesis. Kosinski remains allergic to 

enclosed environments. The enclosed environment desires to reduce and trap the other (which is 

represented in the orphan), which highlights the hosts “infinite demand of the ethical relation” to 

the stranger. This relations is “invisible, infinite and non-thematizable.”13  

          The Painted Bird has been treated under the auspice of Freudian, Heideggerian and 

Nietzchean critiques, which in these ways of reading run counter to where Kosinski points his 

readers. These ways of reading fail to consider the ethical demand of non-indifference.14 These 

                                                 

11 Ibid., 37. 

 
12 Terms such as “passivity”, “effects”, and “enclosure”  

 
13 Seán Hand, “Introduction” in The Levinas Reader, edited by Seán Hand, (Oxford, UK: B. Blackwell, 

1989), 7 & 8. 

  
14 David Webb in his work Heidegger, Ethics and the Practice of Ontology argues that Heidegger’s 

understanding of a foundational ground of the Good or the Truth does not have a direct ethical implication. “The 

agathon therefore has no direct ethical interpretation: it does not yield a specific goal or orientation for action. As a 

declaration of the formal condition of accomplishment, it indicates that the accomplishment of human existence will 
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other kinds of readings demand an “ontological reckoning” and not ethical considerations.15 In 

various ways these aforementioned critical approaches (Freudian, Heideggerian, and Nietzchean) 

demand The Painted Bird to be read as a literary work featuring depravity and the host’s 

totalizing nature, demanding “the Other to determine who [the orphan] is by removing the 

Other’s power of knowledge, creating the Self and the presentation of that Self.”16 This way of 

reading does not explain or even allude to how the host is responsible for the stranger. This kind 

of reading shows the stranger to be self-responsible, which allows the host to be freed from 

responsibility.  

          Kosinski’s work anticipates a responsibility that has salvific ramifications as the host hears 

the cry of the stranger and becomes his voice. The avoidance of this kind of reading leads to a 

kind of solipsism, which leads to an indifference for the other. For these critics, the other is an 

object of derision and not a person with dignity; thus the other, the stranger, must escape the 

clutches of the host to become a fully functioning person. This is not the way Kosinski’s work is 

to be read; rather Kosinski illustrates that the stranger, the destitute, needs the protection of a 

welcoming host in order to be. Since the aforementioned ethical themes and implications have 

been overlooked in The Painted Bird and Kosinski’s other works, his works have been treated as 

realism, surrealism, horrific and sensational.   

                                                 

lie in the achievement of a given relation to its end” (24). (London: Continuum, 2009, Continuum Studies in 

Continental Philosophy). 

  
15 Richard Kearney, and Kascha Semonovitch, Phenomenologies of the Stranger: Between Hostility and 

Hospitality (New York: Fordham University Press, 2011), 4.  

  
16 Tracy Houston, The Phenomenological Self in the Works of Jerzy Kosinski (unpublished master’s thesis, 

University of Maine, 2003), 13.  
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      Since The Painted Bird is Kosinski’s primary work that deals with the Holocaust directly, it 

will be the central focus of this work; but I will explore it focusing primarily on his use of 

orphans and marginalized figures. Then, I will make the connection between Levinas’ 

description of “the stranger” and the irresponsibility of Kosinski’s host in order to characterize 

Kosinski’s moral universe.  

        Throughout Kosinski’s novels (especially The Painted Bird), two characters that have 

ethical implications: God and the stranger.  Both of these characters allow an ethical dilemma to 

be considered, which direct the reader to his far reaching moral implications.  For example, when 

God’s name is evoked, “the stranger” is left “with empty hands,” leaving the readers with ironic 

dread; and when Kosinski accentuates his stranger’s loneliness, the reader anticipates a deliverer. 

However, the-would-be-deliverer, the host, who was sent to break up the totality of the stranger’s 

being, comes to deceive or destroy the stranger, leaves him empty handed. These are moral 

dilemmas that complicate Kosinski’s universe. With his complicated universe he anticipates an 

ethical question to be considered, but no one has yet to consider the stranger as an ethical 

question in his works. Thus, my two primary questions for this dissertation are: how is non-

indifference identified in Kosinski’s novel, and how is the reader to treat Kosinski’s work 

ethically in light of his marginalized characters?17 

        Initially, The Painted Bird was heralded as an autobiographical work of fictional realism 

describing the horrors of war.18 Later, critics described the work as “shocking,” useful only to 

                                                 

17 Throughout the novel, two ethical characters are evoked: God and “the stranger”, which shows that an 

ethical dilemma is at stake. When God’s name is evoked, “the stranger” is left “with empty hands”, leaving the 

readers with ironic dread (Emmanuel Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 26 and 171).  
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force Holocaust literature to the surface. As a result this work is treated now as a horrific work of 

anti-ethical fiction.19  This trend, led by Langer, Sanders, Wyngaerde, Roskies, Rosen, and Katz, 

links Kosinski’s work to authors like Camus and Sartre, works accentuating gratuitous evil. 

Langer describes the orphan as an anti-Darwinian figure who lost his “link with his human 

heritage” and thereby his “ethical responsibility.”20  This anti-ethical interpretation has become 

the pervasive hermeneutic.21 Similarly, Long and Hakutani accentuate the parade of barbarism in 

The Painted Bird, relegating the novel to the hellish confines of nihilism: the rebellion of a 

metaphysical universe, devaluation of life and property, justice and hope.22  

          When Primo Levi wrote Survival in Auschwitz and commended his words to be 

“engrave[d]” on the “hearts” of every reader, many Holocaust critics narrowed their 

characterization of Holocaust literature, describing it as the genre of ethical responsibility.  

Hatley says, “Beyond the guilt of those involved in victimizing millions of human beings is the 

responsibility to respond to the victimization regardless of one’s guilt.”23 Hatley goes on to 

describe Holocaust literature as literature demanding ethical responsibility; that is, the 

                                                 

18 See Annelies Vande Wyngaerde, Holocaust Literature: Reality and Fiction in Jerzy Kosinski’s The 

Painted Bird and Raymond Federman’s The Voice in the Closet (Universiteit Gent 2007).  

 
19 David Roskies and Naomi Diamant, Holocaust Literature: A History and Guide, (Waltham, MA: 

 Brandeis University Press, 2012), 261.  

 
20 Lawrence Langer. The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination, (Yale University Press, 1977), 178. 

 
21 David Richter, Jerome Klinkowitz, Alan Rosen, and Stephen Katz.  

 
22 Duri Long, “Listen to the Story: Banksy, Tyler the Creator, and Nihilism in Urban Artistic Expression,” 

PIT Journal:  (2012): 1-9; and Yoshinobu Hakutani, “Richard Wright’s The Outsider and Albert Camus's The 

Stranger,” Critical Insights: Albert Camus (September 16, 2011): 170-187. 

 
23 James Hatley, Suffering Witness The Quandary of Responsibility After the Irreparable (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2000), 6. 
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“universally necessary commandment that transcends all plots.”24  David Patterson describes the 

essential element of the Holocaust novel as the redemption of the self, “resurrected through 

responsibility couched in an absolute non-indifference.”25 This resurrected self is a resurrection 

to wholeness, not a bifurcated self, which becomes in inside and outside kind of self, exiled from 

the world of the living.    

          As will be articulated throughout this work, many critics read works like The Painted Bird, 

splitting the characters and/or the narrator, creating a kind of eternal longing for the self that 

cannot be located. This kind of existential reading bypasses many ethical themes within The 

Painted Bird and many other Holocaust works. Thus, to this end the purpose of this dissertation 

is to reconsider The Painted Bird ethically, using Emmanuel Levinas’ ethical themes of non-

indifference, infinity, the face and freedom. Using these themes will allow a reading of The 

Painted Bird accentuating the ethical role of Kosinski’s “stranger”.  The Painted Bird will be the 

primary emphasis for this work but it will analyze characters like Chance (in Being There) and 

Oscar (in Blind Date), showing these suffering characters to be akin to the unnamed orphan in 

The Painted Bird, who are not immune to ethical considerations.  

         Kosinski’s cyclical novels26, beginning with The Painted Bird, develop characters that 

embody the Levinasian theme of “chosen without assuming the choice!”27 For Levinas the host 

                                                 

 
24 Ibid., 80. 

 
25David Patterson, The Shriek of Silence: A Phenomenology of the Holocaust Novel (University Press of 

Kentucky, 1992), 17. 

 
26 These include The Painted Bird; Being There; Blind Date; Passion Play; Pinball and Steps.    

 
27 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 

1998), 56. 
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has the infinite responsibility to answer the stranger, treating him/her as an angelic figure to 

whom the host has a divine responsibility. Kosinski uses his strangers and orphans to accentuate 

the unethical chasm between the responsible host and marginalized victim. Because the stranger 

obliges his host to respond ethically in Kosinski’s novels, the haunting action is heightened when 

the host does not become “acutely aware” of his responsibility.28 In other words, when the host 

does not act for the benefit of the other the yawing chasm becomes even more haunting for the 

reader. Levinas explains that this imposed responsibility is “virtually unbounded …something 

beyond our choice and imposed upon us”, a reality which allows the face of the other to hold 

men judiciously responsible.29  In The Painted Bird, the orphan enters the world without a voice, 

succumbing to the “greater force” without the ability to “command [his] destiny.”30 One question 

that will be discussed is: does Kosinski anticipate a voice from this nameless stranger, or does 

the stranger pose a voiceless question that demands an answer from a welcoming community?  

Could it be that Kosinski’s novels portray the Levinasian Other with the use of his stranger?   

           Failing to treat the text within the confines of an ethical consideration “introduces a 

quality of horror into the modern imagination which must radically alter our perception of 

reality.”31 By treating the work without an ethical lens, Prendowska contends that Kosinski’s 

works portray “evil” as the “evangelism of modern fiction…a conscious rejection of value, 

                                                 

 
28 Desmond Manderson, Proximity, Levinas, and the Soul of Law (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 

Press, 2006), 103. 

 
29 Ibid. 

 
30 Ibid., 147. 

 
31 Langer, The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination, 187. 
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meaning and desirability.”32 She, like many others, emphasizes how The Painted Bird portrays 

sexual sabotage, unspeakable abuse, and ethical absence. Paul Lilly makes this interpretation 

starker, saying the orphan is transformed from victim to victimizer.33, 34  On this interpretation, 

The Painted Bird is characterized as Kosinski’s way of wielding the sword of violence for the 

victim, or way of portraying ethical indifference.  

        The Painted Bird should not be treated outside ethical considerations, rather it should be 

treated highlighting ethical indifference as the plight of the Jews prior to and during the 

tumultuous years of the Holocaust. If The Painted Bird is treated without ethical considerations, 

the orphan’s alienation and the crowd’s supremacy are two forces that create a kaleidoscope of 

horror, a reality bypassing ethics.  

         In The Painted Bird Kosinski focuses on the “children” (strangers) who seek the “shelter of 

a distant village”35 which is an ethical consideration, one that places an extreme sense of 

responsibility on the host whose indifference is expressly pronounced. In this work, Kosinski 

challenges the “traditional right of the stronger and wealthier over the weaker and poorer”, 

characterizing the villagers’ nefarious treatment of “the stranger.”36 

                                                 

32 Krystyna Prendowska, “Jerzy Kosinski: A Literature of Contortions,” Journal of Narrative Technique 

(Number. 1 Winter 1978), 11. 

 
33 Paul R. Lilly, “The Village Voice Controversy,” in his Words in Search of Victims (Kent State University 

Press, 1980), 160.  

 
34 See also Sue Vice, Holocaust Fiction, 67-89 (especially 69-71).  

 
35 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 1. 

 
36 Ibid., 2.  
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          Chapter One: “Considering the Ethical Question of the Stranger in Holocaust Literature”, 

approaches the general description of Holocaust works, and how The Painted Bird in particular 

has ethical considerations with its use of the stranger. This chapter will analyze how Holocaust 

literature has been evaluated and what has been the approach to Holocaust literature. With these 

two goals in mind, this new approach will challenge the primary question that has been 

considered in Holocaust literature, namely the aesthetic limits. This chapter will argue that ethics 

should be the primary question and central concern of Holocaust literature; and this is the way 

critics ought to explore The Painted Bird.   

          Next, this chapter will consider the philosophical and religious connections with Holocaust 

literature and what philosophical interlocutor allows ethical considerations to come to the fore. 

With a philosophical and religious connection, this chapter will feature the idea of proximity as 

an important feature to appropriate Holocaust representation.37 To accomplish these tasks this 

chapter will introduce Emmanuel Levinas as a helpful interlocutor for appropriate questions to 

ask when reading Holocaust works in order to accentuate ethics as the primary question.  

Holocaust literary critics need to consider the religious (Jewish), ethical implications 

foundational within most Holocaust works. This is fundamentally important, as David Patterson 

says, if the “Event is beyond overcoming or mediation…it is beyond philosophical reflection; 

for, in its speculative mode, thought mediates and situates, orients and orders, and analyzes and 

                                                 

37 See: David Patterson, Emil L. Fackenheim: A Jewish Philosopher's Response to the Holocaust. 

(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2008). 
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explains, so that the Event may be comprehended by the thinker.”38 Patterson’s insights carry 

implications on Theodore Adorno’s approach, Martin Heidegger’s first philosophy and 

Lawrence Langer’s critical appraisal of the Holocaust.39 Moreover, having comprehension as the 

primary objective for reading Holocaust literature bypasses the goal of the one witnessing.  

The witness demands the reader to reflect on what acts contribute to what is anti-ethical, 

and how to return to what is human, not ontologically but morally. Thus it will explain the 

foundation for addressing the moral implications for Holocaust literature, separating Holocaust 

literature from the common, Western fictional frameworks. The background, the genre, 

framework and unique nature of Holocaust literature offer a way to consider the difference 

between the idea of overcoming and returning. Holocaust literature does not feature overcoming 

as an essential goal; and a return to a home does not exist.  

As aforementioned, Levinas and Kosinski place their strangers at the center of their 

works, displacing the powerful, ensconced in a totalizing world, demanding the community to 

encounter the stranger face-to-face. For Kosinski the stranger is an essential character in his 

novels who summons an ethical response from the community. Using a Levinasian paradigm, I 

intend to explore Kosinski’s orphan as the Levinasian “Stranger”, the figure “who disturbs the 

being at home with oneself.”40  Kosinski’s orphan, like the Levinasian stranger, “disturbs” every 

                                                 

38 Ibid., 9 (Italics in the original). David Patterson’s work The Shriek of Silence: A Phenomenology of the 

Holocaust Novel describes the kinds of question that perpetuates the anti-ethical foundations of the Holocaust 

(questions concerning ontology and comprehensions undercut questions about responsibility and substitution).  

 
39 Lawrence Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven: Yale University, 1993), 

200-202; Lawrence Langer, Using and Abusing the Holocaust. (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 2006), 128-133. 

 
40 Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, An Essay on Exteriority, (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 

Press, 1969), 39. 
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community while avoiding integration.  Levinas seems to describe the stranger as an ethical 

plumb-line, the question to which every community must respond.41 Kosinski’s critics have 

overlooked the ethical role of the stranger and have relegated his works to the confines of 

fictional and audacious horror.   

Levinas’ philosophical project will help identify the role of a stranger in Holocaust works 

and the role of the host. It will show that the stranger is an ethical question and not just an 

ontological reality. This way of reading will offer an appropriate aid to understand Kosinski’s 

orphans, widows, and strangers. This way of reading will distance the anti-ethical reading of the 

work in order to show its ethical consideration. Thus, it will treat first the historical way The 

Painted Bird has been treated in order to show what ethical implications have been missed. After 

appropriating The Painted Bird as an ethical text it will return to the ethical nature of Holocaust 

literature. 

One important feature that carries ethical implications has to do with a reader’s proximity 

to the work and how the work represents the irony in Holocaust witnessing. In the end, I intend 

to connect that which is irreducible within Holocaust literature (witnessing) and offer a guide for 

reading Holocaust literature using Emmanuel Levinas as a helpful guide. This approach is by 

nature phenomenological and not existential. Thus, it will bypass the ontic reading and explain 

what is ethical within particular works.  

                                                 

 
41 Emmanuel Lévinas, “Ethics as First Philosophy” in The Levinas Reader, edited by Seán Hand, (Oxford, 

UK: B. Blackwell, 1989), 81. The stranger cannot come into a world as a category to be possessed, rather he 

“comes…into question.” 
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Chapter Two, “Kosinski, Judaism as an Ethical Foundation”, will offer new insights on 

Kosinski as a Jewish story-teller, and how he understands storytelling as a kind of kerygma for 

the community.  Sloan offers some incidental insights into Kosinski’s Judaism which allows a 

re-visitation to his articles, interviews, and books. Treating Kosinski’s works by observing some 

religious elements will allow the reader to ask the kind of questions that bypass ontology and 

maturation within his works and ask about Kosinski’s moral universe. This new insight will 

address Kosinski’s life, even though sordid at times, to show that his works do not excite death 

and destruction; rather, he points to the hither-side of destruction, to a moral universe with his 

use of the host and stranger.   

The Painted Bird has ethical implications that have not been considered because critics 

have yet to connect his works to his form of Judaism. Kosinski’s reflections on Abraham Joshua 

Heschel will highlight some essential ethical impulses within his works.42 It will feature the idea 

of the stranger and host with religious and philosophical foundations which are featured in his 

interview and his personal critiques on his work. Kosinski, like Levinas, features freedom and 

bondage in connection to language. For Levinas, language is a grounding principle for all 

relationships, a solidarity embodied “in the diversity of dialogue.”43 

To undergird this assumption, I intend to read the orphan as “the basic question that 

requires an answer”, the answer that is already too late.44  I will argue that Kosinski’s orphans 

                                                 

42 Jerzy Kosinski, Passing by: Selected Essays, 1962-1991 (New York: Random House, 1992), 155-158. 

 
43 Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (Pittsburg: Duquesne University Press, 

1969), 16. 

 
44 Ibid.   
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never synthesize with the community; he evades all totality which is by nature ethical. If read 

this way, the orphan becomes the question that demands the anti-world of indifference to become 

a world of “non-in-difference.” This way of treating Kosinski’s work is unique, for it highlights 

and connects some of his work to biblical stories which anticipate an ethical obligation. If one 

considers reading Kosinski’s stories as the hither side of a totalizing world, the orphan becomes 

the stranger who functions as a kind of divine witness demanding the community to act ethically.  

Even though this chapter, like the others, concentrates on The Painted Bird, it will 

include several of Kosinski’s other works to illustrate his use of the stranger as the other, the one 

who requires the host to act responsibly. Thus, this chapter will reject the readings that 

accentuate the sensational, horrific, and anti-ethical. This new reading accentuates Levinas’ 

phenomenology which looks primarily for ethical alterity in opposition to Nietzsche, Sartre and 

Heidegger, who accentuate a master-slave morality. This reading of The Painted Bird (and his 

other works) will reject the critique that Kosinski’s villagers are devolutionary and amoral.45 

Chapter Three, The Painted Bird: A Whispering Ethic in an Unethical World, is designed 

to treat the themes of absence and authenticity to show the hither side of destruction. This 

chapter will take into considerations Levinas’ ethical trace, “the trace of the immemorial past”46, 

the theme of presence and absence anticipating a “supreme concreteness”47, an ethical command. 

                                                 

45 See Daniel J. Cahill, “Jerzy Kosinski: Retreat from Violence,” Twentieth Century Literature 18, no. 2 

(1972): 121–32.  

 
46 Emmanuel Levinas, Collected Philosophical Papers, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Nijhoff, 1987), 

65 

 
47 Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence, 76. 
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Thus it will explain how a phenomenological reading offers the best way to treat his works. This 

chapter will address how the orphan in The Painted Bird gave into the evil ones which truncated 

a humanity responsible for another. Critics have overlooked this important feature within The 

Painted Bird because they have not considered what this act did to and for the boy in contrast to 

giving into familial ties of protection and authentication. The boy’s turning to what is evil stunts 

his growth, and when he experienced a communal embrace from a vulnerable host, he began to 

experience the kind of growth necessary to become a responsible being. This chapter features the 

face of the stranger and the hope he has in the community, and how the community is called 

“into question” with his presence.48  

Chapter Four: “An Incomplete Hermeneutic and Reading Kosinski’s work Ethically” 

explains how an ontic reading of Kosinski’s works prevents an ethical reading. This chapter will 

explain the erotic scenes not as grotesque and titillating but ethically, explaining that an ontic 

reading is incomplete. It will further explain the foundations for an ethical hermeneutic and how 

this hermeneutic is helpful in reading Kosinski’s other works.  

Throughout The Painted Bird, the ethical trace cries out not to harm humans or animals, 

but when they are harmed, this trace points to ethical indifference. The host cannot remain 

indifferent, absent from his responsibility. A powerful example of this idea is the ruthless attack 

on a household servant whose eyes became the Levinasian judicious stare, condemning, and 

commanding. The miller’s cat serves as a condemning trace of what is ethical with his mutilated 

eyes. Since most scholars pay particular attention to the orphan as the subject of injustice and 

                                                 

48 Emmanuel Levinas, “Ethics and Infinity as First Philosophy” in The Levinas Reader, edited by Seán 

Hand, 83. 
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idiocy, many ethical considerations have been bypassed. Another potent example is when 

Kosinski reminds his readers of “small square windows at the top of the locked cars, [where one 

can] glimpse a human face.”49 The ethical trace is also latent when a raped victim hides her face 

“from [the orphan]” and her “quiet sobbing” is heard and “broken occasionally by a cry.”50 

Employing a Levinasian lens, these images become very significant.  

 Chapter Five “Foundation for Kosinski’s Moral Universe” features the idea of escape. If 

this idea of escape is treated ontologically many ethical considerations are bypassed. For Levinas 

and Kosinski, escape is harmful and shows the irresponsibility of a protecting host.  This chapter 

will return to other Holocaust works to show escape as an irony of protection. Protection is 

present but responsibility is not, as a result the stranger has to flee from a precarious host to 

survive, looking for a host.  

Further, I will connect Kosinski’s and Levinas’ ideas of escape to show how both 

understands escape as a necessary feature to break up a totalizing environment.  Each of 

Kosinski’s novels features a stranger that demands the community to take on a kind of ethical 

responsibility for the stranger to survive and experience a kind of salvation that is offered to the 

stranger from his host. Kosinski illustrates that if there is not relationship between the host and 

stranger growth cannot occur, the kind of growth that makes a man whole. 

Chapter Six “Holocaust Literature, Kosinski and Levinas’ Phenomenology” will feature 

the themes of universality, totality, and synthesis, connecting them to Levinas’ concepts of a 

                                                 

49 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 95. 

 
50 Ibid., 102. 
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suitable host. As Levinas says, “True union or true togetherness is not a togetherness of synthesis 

but a togetherness of face to face.”51 Kosinski’s characters, including Chance in Being There, 

draw the distinctions between being and freedom, synthesis and union, totality and unity. Using 

Levinas’ distinctions of being, union, and unity, the orphans’ journey and the host’s breaking up 

universality, totality, and synthesis take on new meaning. The orphan in Kosinski’s novel seems 

to represent the uniqueness of a Levinasian Other; the stranger creates a “fracture or opening in 

the closed order of totality” demanding the host to respond ethically.52   

This Levinasian distinction offers a way to critique the end of the novel when the 

Russians parade their power over the weak, establishing a chaotic, tyrannizing community. With 

this onslaught of barbarism, the orphan becomes paralyzed, unable to describe the horror of 

totality. This is when peasant farmers and unsuspecting women are gunned down without care. 

Kosinski describes the orphan as an “‘unhappy Demon, spirit of exile, gliding high above the 

sinful world.”53 Because of the community’s indifference to the face of the stranger, he becomes 

a transfixed figure, experiencing grave loneliness. The reclamation of the community begins as 

the stranger breaks up totality, delimitating humanity from returning “to oneself”, becoming 

responsible, “which the limits of identity cannot retain.”54  

                                                 

 

              51 Emmanuel Levinas, “Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo. Trans. Richard A. Cohen. 

(Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 1985), 77. 

 
52 Emmanuel Levinas, “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition”, 205.  

 
53 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 207. 

 
54 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Essence (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 

1998), 114. 
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In Chapter Seven: “Kosinski’s Moral Universe, The Responsibility for the Other”, I will 

show how this aforementioned hermeneutic and observations will offer further study for 

Kosinski’s other works. Here, I will feature Chance in Being There to illustrate his role as a 

stranger, and how if his hosts do not take up their responsible role in protecting him, their world 

is abandoned because human depravity.  I will conclude this chapter by reinterpreting the role of 

the orphan as a guide toward being a responsible.  

Using the Levinasian paradigm, “the stranger”—or “the orphan”—shrinks intentionally 

to create a space for the moral agent, the host, to act with responsibility.  Kosinski’s passive 

characters, his strangers, display the “hither side of freedom and non-freedom”, describing a 

“goodness despite itself, a goodness always older than the choice.”55  This new reading 

challenges the pervasive characterization of Kosinski’s tale as horrifically sadistic. I believe a 

Levinasian perspective of the stranger will allow the text to be understood as an important work 

of Holocaust literature, demanding one to read his works with ethical considerations, the primary 

approach to Holocaust literature. 

 

                                                 

 
55 Ibid., 56. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE ETHICAL QUESTION OF THE STRANGER 

  

IN HOLOCAUST LITERATURE 

 

 

         From Theodore Adorno to Thomas Trezise, from Berel Lang to Lawrence Langer, 

Holocaust literary critics have wrestled with questions concerning the aesthetic limits of 

Holocaust witnessing, and what factors should be considered within its “blurring lines.”56 

Adorno, and many others who follow his lead, attest that, because the Holocaust was such a 

momentous, hollowed event, all speech and every kind of Holocaust representation has to be 

considered as fundamentally “barbaric”. But categorizing some Holocaust literature as barbarism 

leads to the kind of silence which guides critics to miss some ethical implication that have not 

yet been treated. This negative categorization and silence encourage critics and casual readers to 

ask questions that bypass the role the community is to play for the disenfranchised. Moreover, 

this negative categorization distances the reader from the work, bypassing the ethical nature and 

fundamental themes within Holocaust literature as a genre. 

                                                 

56 Alan Rosen, Literature of the Holocaust (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 238. Rosen, 

arguing for the development of a Holocaust anthology, recognizes several issues that create problems for readers and 

compilers of Holocaust anthologies. First, Holocaust works, particularly Holocaust fiction, have a prismatic 

orientation; they offer many themes and associations which resists neat categorization and characterizations. Rosen 

also notes the precarious task of giving “the impression that a library of catastrophe can be contained in a single 

book” (242). He also points out the ample amount of criticism about what constitutes Holocaust literature; thus how 

these works should be classified is hotly debated. He also explains that understanding the foundational principles of 

interpretation has yet to be established. Moreover, treating the characters within Holocaust works carries particular 

challenges. Should characters be characterized as heroic, pathetic, tragic, and comedic or something else? Another 

challenge has to do with the etymology of the word anthology; for it gives the impression of beauty, and what is 

beautiful in the deluge of “evil-drenched flowers.” Dealing with the goal for an anthology then carries implications 

also. Is it to “to commemorate the Holocaust’s victims…”? If so, what now should this compilation be assigned, 

certainly not an anthology? 
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        In this introduction to reading Holocaust works, I intend to describe the nature of Holocaust 

works and offer an approach to reading them57 to locate some ethical implications. Moreover, I 

will use this approach to govern a rereading of Jerzy Kosinski’s The Painted Bird.  In this brief 

account, I will describe what has been overlooked in Holocaust, literary criticism and what 

questions bypass the foundational, ethical topics within works like The Painted Bird.  Because 

many Holocaust respondents view the event as sacred history, I will further connect Holocaust 

works to Jewish, sacred literature in order to offer a way of reading and critiquing Holocaust 

literature, accentuating biblical hermeneutics, making references to biblical themes and allusions.  

          Connecting Holocaust works to sacred literature avoids classifying Holocaust works in 

reductive and restrictive ways, while at the same time giving an overarching grounding for 

Holocaust works.58  Further, I will connect Holocaust works to the works of Emmanuel Levinas 

in order to offer a philosophical foundation to addressing the moral issues ubiquitous within 

them. Describing the nature of Holocaust works and detecting what has been overlooked while 

connecting sacred literature to Holocaust literature is an attempt to offer a way of accentuating 

the kinds of ethical themes that surround Holocaust literature.  

 

                                                 

57 I will focus on fictional works but I will allude to memoirs and non-fictional works as well as they too 

point to ethical implications as well.  

  
58 Jenni Adams’, the general editor of the 2014 publication of The Bloomsbury Companion to Holocaust 

Literature, recognizes the necessity of an ethical grounding for Holocaust works because Holocaust, critical 

appraisal has destabilized the way readers view Holocaust texts.  In this work she divides Holocaust literature into 

three categories so as “to strike a middle path between a totalizing approach [in order to avoid being] deceptively 

useful…suggesting a stance of omniscience and interpretative closure…[while at the same time]…echoing… 

particularities and ever-shifting points of focus within the evolving body of work of Holocaust literature itself” (2). 

Similar to Adam’s approach (recognizing important generalizations), this current work attempts to address themes 

more than structures to show what cannot be underestimated in Holocaust representation and criticism.   
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Critical Engagement and Bypassing Trends  

         What has ruled critical engagement within Holocaust literary criticism are questions 

concerning the extent of the works’ veracity, realism and gravity. These projects can be helpful 

for Holocaust historians and those justifying Holocaust representation; but they have not been 

helpful for those who do not have the apt orientation to address Holocaust literature as a genre. 

As a genre, Holocaust literature confronts readers with ethical questions; but treating the ethical 

within Holocaust literature has become more and more challenging because grounding principles 

have been difficult to locate. Those who read Holocaust works must employ an ethical lens when 

considering the wave of carnage in the wake of the Nazi era and with it a world-wide moral 

failure which this literature confronts.  

        Addressing the veracity of Holocaust representation through fact finding and critical 

detachment is the current trends in Holocaust critical appraisal. Literary critics offer a passing 

glance to the moral issues to which it (Holocaust literature) alludes or exploits. In other words 

there are very few current works that deal with how to approach Holocaust literature in order to 

tease out the moral implications, implications that are grounded in alterity.59 Holocaust literature 

                                                 

59 There are hosts of scholars who have criticized the characterization of the Holocaust like Alvin 

Rosenfield in The End of the Holocaust. He rightly discusses the problems with the glut of works that misrepresent 

and undermine the message of Holocaust witnessing, but he does not offer a method to locate where these depictions 

go wrong and how an image is misappropriated. He offers problems with certain kinds of representation but does not 

offer a method to becoming sensitive to Holocaust representation. James Young also wrote a work that deals with 

Holocaust representation. His work deals with the blurring lines of fiction on history and further explaining 

important allusions and images. However, he does not treat the ethical foundations of a work as much as he deals 

with certain source material for a given work. This current project reflects on the aforementioned critical judgement 

along with the consideration of other authors such as Sidra Ezrahi, Marianne Hirsch, Sarah Horowitz, Michael 

Rothberg, Geoffrey Hartman and Susan Gubar whose work deals with Holocaust witnessing in a specific context, 

establishing political, social, or theological perspectives of that specific text. Even though these texts offer helpful 

commentaries on a certain work, this current work will take a broader view.  

The most recent work, Budick’s The Subject of Holocaust Fiction, is a great addition to Holocaust 

representation especially since it deals with fiction as fiction. She treats Holocaust fiction psychoanalytically 
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demands readers to condemn isolation while elevating alterity. For the most part Holocaust 

literature has an extreme focus on the marginalized and treats them as a divine agent who may be 

an angelic presence in the midst of extreme violence. Identifying the nature and characteristics of 

Holocaust literature will allow readers to engage them (Holocaust literature), recognizing the 

reason for certain rhetorical devices, and the problems that certain Holocaust works accentuate.60 

         Adorno, Lang, Langer, and Trezise are four authors who represent a larger body of major 

critics who attempt to offer an appropriate engagement with Holocaust works; but in their 

attempt they often bypass how to detect the moral themes endemic within them.61 These scholars 

generally deal with a large swath of Holocaust witnessing from photography to movies, from 

pictorial art to literature, but their primary concern is Holocaust literature. Each scholar in one 

way or another cogitates on the nature of Holocaust witnessing, as they consider questions about 

                                                 

explaining the unconscious nature of the reader, writer and dialogue within a given text. She argues that Holocaust 

works are an “external witness to an internal process of the mind, which the subject himself may not be able to 

perceive” (95). She goes on to bolster her argument citing from Freudian psychoanalytic theories. My project is 

closely connected to Budick’s but I will not treat texts as an internal psychological struggle but an external, bodily 

responsibility. Her method is too closely connected to using the modern methods of treating novels. I treat Holocaust 

novels in a way that has greater connection to ancient biblical forms of literature than modern novels. In other words 

comparing Holocaust Novel as a genre to works that merit a psychoanalytic reading is problematic, since there is 

very little by way of musing internally about the conscience or what one ought to do to escape their situation.   

David Patterson’s work Emil L. Fackenheim: A Jewish Philosopher's Response to the Holocaust has treated 

the philosophy foundational within the Holocaust. He rightly locates the difference between the Greco-Roman and 

Enlightenment philosophies that have contributed to Holocaust interpretation and Holocaust representation. He 

argues that the difference between overcoming and returning carries important ramification. He  notes that the 

Hegelian project, according to Fackenheim, has failed and the clearest example of this in the Holocaust. The primary 

reason for this failure has to do with the idea of the good ontologically and not morally.   

 
60 Most junior high and high school students in America read The Diary of Anne Frank, Numbering the 

Stars or Night as their required engagement to the Holocaust. When addressing the Holocaust popularly, most 

people reference these aforementioned works and/or movies like “Schindler’s List” or “The Boy in Striped 

Pajamas.” 

 
61 Lawrence Langer does begins to deal with ethical themes within The Painted Bird in The Holocaust and 

the Literary Imagination (168 & 175), but relegates the work to the confines of fantasy or surrealism, bypassing 

some major ethical themes. 
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what is appropriate, and what detracts from the overarching themes within Holocaust literature. 

Even though they deal with particular base acts and varying rhetorical devices sensitively, they 

direct their attention to the parameters of Holocaust witnessing without treating the ways to 

identify ethical themes. This is ironic since in the midst of all the atrocious imagery, sordid 

rhetoric, and dreadful acts are ethical themes that particularly treat the idea of what it means to 

be human.  Generally speaking, each of these critics categorizes Holocaust works into smaller 

units to illustrate what language is appropriate, and what images detract from a certain kind of 

witnessing. This kind of treatment is helpful if the reader knows the foundational elements that 

characterize Holocaust works.  

          A few general principles need to be considered. First, the theme of ethical indifference and 

the reluctant substitute offer a foundation for reading Holocaust works. Second, allusions to the 

reversal of historical and biblical themes offer readers the weight of this event. Third, the 

Holocaust witness is not a universal witness; he is a witness of a particular event with certain 

foundational elements. There have been a few texts62 offering these kinds of general perspective 

which deal directly with the overriding ethical principles for Holocaust literature. However, often 

texts deal with the veracity, gravity, and realism within the text without further characterizing the 

ethical value.63  

                                                 

62 See: Edward Alexander, The Resonance of Dust: Essays on Holocaust Literature and the Jewish Fate. 

(Columbus, Ohio University Press, 1979), chapters 6-9; Sidra Ezrahi, By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature. 

(University of Chicago Press, 1980) and David Patterson, The Shriek of Silence: A Phenomenology of the Holocaust 

Novel (University Press of Kentucky, 1992). 

 
63 The best example of treating Holocaust works generally is Lawrence Langer work Preempting the 

Holocaust (Yale Univ. Press, 1998). Langer’s work rightly address what questions readers pose to detract from 

reading Holocaust works. However he does not offer a way to read works locating the moral issues they contain. 

Moreover, in this work and The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination he places parameters one what kinds of 

works detract from Holocaust witnessing. As a matter of course, in Using and Abusing the Holocaust, he flatly 
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          Illustrating the important issue of veracity without addressing the moral implications 

within certain works, Berel Lang dismisses all Holocaust works of literary imagination that have 

the potential to detract from the concrete, historical event.64 Langer, on the other hand, 

recognizes the benefit of fictional representation within a given parameter. He argues that the 

parameter of Holocaust representation should convey the atrocities of the Holocaust in a 

palatable way, since Holocaust literature ought to be written for the reader to understand the 

depravity of such an event in a manageable way.65 Adorno, like Langer, argues that the depravity 

of the events points to a barbarism that truncates any aesthetic value. Adorno opens the door to 

analyze Holocaust works through the lens of Sartre and Camus. Rosen, Vice and Young treat the 

circumstances that surround the events of the Holocaust and the possible imagery within 

Holocaust texts, but they do not offer a way to treat Holocaust literature as a genre.66 Similarly, 

Sue Vice connects historical circumstance and rhetorical devices to events, people and locations, 

describing the polyphonic voice within serval Holocaust works but she does not offer a 

foundational treatment of Holocaust texts generally.67  

                                                 

dismisses works based on their veracity and realism. He calls The Painted Bird “sensational” and a work that abuses 

Holocaust representation (54, 58).  

 
64 Berel Lang. Holocaust Representation: Art within the Limits of History and Ethics (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University, 2000) 13-15. 

 
65 Lawrence Langer, Preempting the Holocaust (Yale Univ. Press, 1998), 65-67 

 
66 Alan Rosen, Literature of the Holocaust (Cambridge University 2013), 238-245.  

 
67 Sue Vice, Holocaust Fiction. (New York: Routledge, 2000). 75-82 
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          In all of these treatments, critics address the veracity of a work, depicting whether or not 

the event or the gravity of an image, opining the weight of “losses heaped upon losses”68, as they 

spend an ample amount of time critiquing specific elements, authorial situations and the extent of 

realism within any given work. It is rare to read scholars who analyze extensively the genre of 

Holocaust literature in order to detect the moral issues endemic within them. In short, they do not 

offer a method neither through illustration nor description, of asking the kinds of questions that 

tease out the moral issues within the work; nor do they direct readers as to how to live in 

proximity to a given work. Since this is the case, those who desire to understand the nature of 

Holocaust works and turn to these kinds of critics are left bewildered as to how to address 

Holocaust literature as a genre. Furthermore, they often fail to recognize the ethical demand 

within Holocaust works.  

Where Does Holocaust Literature Point and How? 

         While Holocaust literature describes a world devoid of meaning, it refers to what gives life 

value, what has been abandoned, directing readers to the irony for which Holocaust literature 

rests. For those who have abandoned elements of value: transcendence, justice, hope, 

solidarity—for the most part—remain depraved without the ability to hear or speak intelligibly. 

Holocaust literature does not demand the reader or the victims to “abandon all hope ye who 

enter”69 this new world, but to imagine the rulers in the ghettos and camps as those who have 

abandoned all things that give life value.  

                                                 

68 Alan Rosen, Literature of the Holocaust, 250. 

 
69 See Chapter 11 in Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz: The Nazi Assault on Humanity (New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1996). 

 



 

27 

          Holocaust literature directs its readers to consider depravity in light of indifference and a 

valueless existence. Those who rule the camps have embraced depravity, losing all sense of 

intelligibility and their ethical role as a human.  Literarily, this genre is not suggesting to the 

reader that he/she must reimagine a Schopenhauerian universe, full of dogged despair due to a 

kind of ubiquitous depravity. For the Holocaust universe with its grave deprivation rests on a 

world devoid of meaning one that has lost touch with the need to elevate the Other. 

           By creating an ironic sense of successful injustice and triumphant indifference to human 

life, Holocaust writers pine for a new way of life, as they exploit radical injustice and inhumane 

indifference. Reacting to the Holocaust, Emmanuel Levinas says, “The death of God perhaps 

signifies only the possibility to reduce every value arousing an impulse to an impulse arousing a 

value.”70 With the death of God a new value has been created, a value where everything is 

reduced to valuelessness; the necessity of survival is the only thing that remains. Levinas often 

refers to this valueless outlook where all things, even the death of another, are permissible in a 

world devoid of transcendence. In the wake of God’s absence the rejection of transcendence is 

the rejection of meaning and the unique qualities of humanity. As a matter of course, the more 

Holocaust literature accentuates deicide and the demolition of man, the more violent the 

indifference and radical the injustice. Violent indifference and radical injustice are two ethical 

issues that Holocaust literature addresses and exploits.  

          It is not the goal of Holocaust literature to accentuate a nauseating sense of the tragic 

elements of life as in Sartre’s worldview, or to establish a new worldview under the auspice of a 

                                                 

70Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, 123. 
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Schopenhauerian universe, or to elevate Heidegger’s Dasein and the necessity of the individual 

will, or even to explicate the depravity of man as in Camus’s worldview. When these 

authors/philosophers are employed, Holocaust literature becomes an inward contemplation—a 

kind of ipseity—and not an outward responsibility; therefore, the message with Holocaust 

literature is truncated. Holocaust literature demands a radical alterity rejecting an inward 

compulsion that fails to substitute for another. It is not in the accentuation of man’s depravity or 

an allegory of his soul, but to illustrate a world that has turned inward and forgotten the nature of 

man, man’s need for an Other. Holocaust works are by nature ethical, the kind of ethic that one 

reads in biblical literature. It is nothing new to point out these features in isolation in one work of 

Holocaust fiction or another, but this way of treating Holocaust works generally has not been 

explored. In other words, locating the abandonment of transcendence, freedom and 

responsibility, the maltreatment of one in need or exploiting ethical indifference in works like 

The Painted Bird has not yet been addressed.  

          Reading works like Kosinski’s The Painted Bird or Anatoli’s Babi Yar demands the reader 

to ask the question as to what is the nature of ethical indifference, not what is the nature of 

radical evil, or what veracity does this work have as it relates to the real event of the Holocaust. 

If one asks these questions rather than the ones aforementioned, the answer will distance the 

reader from the writer due to repulsion or suspicion. And because of this, the reader naturally 

bypasses the essential elements within the work. For example, Judy Chicago treats The Painted 

Bird as horror fiction “being so graphic it scares me”.71 As a result she responds to the work 

                                                 

71 Judy Chicago, Holocaust Project: From Darkness into Light. (New York, Penguin Books, 1993), 25-26. 

 



 

29 

treating it as a nightmarish allegory. Being repelled by the work, failing to ask questions about 

bearing witness, and failing to locate the cosmic weight of indifference, undermines Holocaust 

literature. Holocaust works direct the reader to the hither side of the atrocities and demand one to 

carry the responsibility of elevating the other’s needs above one’s own needs. 

          Wiesel recognized the foundational message of Holocaust witnessing and the necessity of 

bearing the weight of the one suffering in his Nobel Peace Prize address. He said,  

What all these victims need above all is to know that they are not alone; that we 

are not forgetting them, that when their voices are stifled we shall lend them ours, 

that while their freedom depends on ours, the quality of our freedom depends on 

theirs.72  

 

Most, if not all, Holocaust works, deal with loneliness in one way or another, but not the kind of 

loneliness that encourages a reading that accentuates depraved nothingness or an isolated 

individuality or an otherworldly theologizing.  

          Holocaust literature demands a human response to another human in need, a non-

indifference, a “preoccupation with salvation”, the salvation of the Other.73 One cannot read 

Holocaust literature imagining “Solitude…as a higher-level anxiety that is revealed to a being 

when all its needs are satisfied…a privileged experience of being toward death, but the 

companion, so to speak, of an everyday existence haunted by matter…the infinitely serious 

attempt to respond to…profound unhappiness.”74 A reader’s response cannot be an attempt to 

                                                 

72 Elie Wiesel, The Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech delivered in Oslo on December 10, 1986 reprinted 
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solve a problem or offer a solution, but to bear the weight with and for another, not asking about 

what lesson can be mined from the suffers’ life as an act of distant evaluation; or, what can man 

endure and still remain human.  

        These kinds of critical treatment create a sterile distance, causing an inordinate evaluation 

on the parameters of a given work failing to address the ethical nature of a given work. For 

example Tanner, Kappeler and Adorno, accentuating all the crass, pornographic language in D.M 

Thomas’ The White Hotel and Babi Yar, create a critical distancing asking questions concerning 

aesthetic value without asking fundamental questions about Holocaust literature.75 Tanner and 

Kappeler addressed the pornographic nature of the text without recognizing the general nature of 

Holocaust literature. One foundational ethical principle is indifference, which is not addressed in 

their criticism.  

          In The White Hotel, Thomas references Freud’s psychoanalytic theories and methods not 

to accentuate Freud’s expertise, but to illustrate Freud’s lack of concern for Lisa as a person and 

how his treatment only distances human to human interaction.76 This lack of concern is 

paralleled to the Germans’ herding the Jews to their death. The critical distancing that gauges the 

aesthetic limits before the grounding principles of the text undermines the primary function for 

this genre. What should be quarried first is: in what ways are these authors/works depicting 

ethical indifference? In both of these aforementioned works violence for violence’s sake is not 
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the aim; rather all violent acts come after an encounter that precedes intimacy. In both of these 

works every act, especially sexual acts, are violently depicted because all meaning has been lost. 

Furthermore, expletives function to truncate every meaningful, intimate encounter, especially to 

devalue human to human discourse. Thus expletives and violence coupled with intimacy 

accentuates the devaluation of human life and all the essential elements that give life meaning. It 

is necessary, therefore, to read Holocaust literature and locate and evaluate the unique 

significance of the other is undermined. 

          In 2005 Anna Richardson in her article “The Ethical Limitations of Holocaust Literary 

Representation” considered the intersection between ethics and representation within Holocaust 

literature. She concluded her article with a foreboding and bewildering response, citing from 

Primo Levi saying, “Perhaps one cannot, what is more one must not, understand what happened, 

because to understand is to justify…If understanding is impossible, knowing is imperative, 

because what happened could happen again.”77 She, unlike Levi, argues positively concerning 

fictional representation because it gives room for the reader and writer to experience feelings that 

non-fictional writing constrains. She does not address, however, what is to be represented within 

Holocaust literature, except to say pain and suffering.78 She does explain the necessity to depict 

what happen, to whom it happened and at what time it happened, but the essence of the event is 

missing. In other words she does not address what was violated and what was undermined. She 
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only says the pain and suffering needs to be represented for and by the survivors in order that this 

event not happen again.  

         Her primary focus within the article deals with the ethical gap between sounds and silence. 

She argues that Holocaust literature confronts the “boundary…which divides the realms of 

silence and speech.”79 She excellently addresses the major issues that confront Holocaust 

representation and the critics who ponder the ethical implication of fiction and nonfictional 

works. But she does not address the lens through which one must peer into such an event. She 

rightly notes that treating Holocaust literary works negatively adds nothing to the moral grounds 

for which Holocaust literature stands.  

        If Adorno’s silence becomes the rule or Lang’s historical veracity becomes the guide, the 

resulting silence will encourage the very thing Holocaust literature seeks to dismantle, namely 

violent indifference. Silence, according to Wiesel, is “naïve” and a response that gives 

ammunition to the oppressor. In his Nobel Peace Prize address he said:    

Whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation [there 

must be a voice]. We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the 

victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented. ...[Man mustn’t be 

silent] when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities 

become irrelevant. Wherever men and women are persecuted because of their 

race, religion, or political views, that place must—at that moment—become the 

center of the universe.80 
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Wiesel delivered his speech to illustrate the interpersonal and phenomenological necessity of 

responding to and rightly reading Holocaust literature, which addresses the ethical weight of 

indifference. 

        In the context of Holocaust literary characterization, Wiesel’s speech addresses two 

important issues that confront readers of Holocaust works. First, Holocaust works are by nature 

depicting a unique kind of evil, the kind of evil which jeopardizes human dignity, which he later 

calls violent indifference. Second, Holocaust works break silence on moral grounds in order to 

confront every kind of “suffering and humiliation,” differentiating the “oppressor” from 

“victim”, “the tormentor” from “tormented” in order to elevate another’s “dignity.” Wiesel’s 

language was not political posturing, but morally demanding, which is the center of Holocaust 

works and the “blurring lines” of Holocaust witnessing. Even though there is a need to examine 

literary and pictorial limits of the Holocaust along aesthetic lines, there is a greater need, a 

primary need, to examine foundational principles of Holocaust works and appropriate questions 

that rightly treat them.   

        Professional distancing, philosophical or psychological categories and historical fact may be 

important when addressing Holocaust literature, but the world of Holocaust witnessing demands 

one to ask questions about personal responsibility. The reader as well as the one telling the tale 

has the responsibility to bear the weight of the oppressed without reducing the event or 

experience to a personal story of survival or a universal story of atrocities. Holocaust witnessing 

needs to be read in such a way as to ask the right questions, and for the reader to forge a 

connection to the writer, allowing the reader to offer an appropriate response to the one 

witnessing. To read works like Kosinski’s The Painted Bird or Adam Resurrected by Yoram 
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Kaniuk primarily as a way to ask questions concerning ontology, psychology, or historical 

relevance misses the foundational point in Holocaust works, that is, in taking an active 

responsible role in substituting for another. 

        Holocaust literature illustrates the stripping away of meaning as it exploits characters who 

fail to consider the unique significance of the other. For example, Wiesel’s novel A Mad Desire 

to Dance addresses the common assumption that a sufferer demands a kind of clinical 

professionalism, where the professional treats the victim as an object for restoration rather than a 

person searching for a communal connection.81 Initially, the work shows what is lost as Theresa 

Goldschmidt acquiesces to psychological systems and philosophical categories with critical 

distance. Doriel exploits Goldschmidt’s critical distancing as she treats him as an object rather 

than a person. In the end Doriel impresses on Goldschmidt that she has been chosen to carry on 

the message even if she has to pass through the fire.82 Among other things, Wiesel illustrates the 

responsibility of one to pass on a message, a message with universal significance. 

                                                 

81 In each of Wiesel’s works his protagonist overcomes agonizing silence and paralyzing barbarism in order 

to escape a violent form of indifference. When his protagonists finally escape their silence it is always in light of the 

other; the protagonist locates a host and he/she embraces him despite his fear, anger, guilt or frustrations. This is one 

way to recognize the overriding ethic within Wiesel’s works. In contradistinction when this does not occur he 

exploits the anti-ethic of indifference and a faulty sense of individualism.81   

Wiesel directly treats how to read Holocaust literature in his speeches and novels. However, he does so 

indirectly and at times abstractly. From Wiesel’s Night to A Mad Desire to Dance, retelling and reimagining the 

momentous event demands a twofold purpose: telling the tale on moral ground and hearing the tale as a responsible 

substitute/witness. In each of his works he accentuates the difficult task of breaking silence. When his protagonists 

finally break their silence they tell their tale with mythological gravity; and when their tale is heard the tale takes on 

religious responsibility. In Holocaust literature this proximity between the hearer and the storyteller is essential. 

Both have an essential obligations and like religious literature neither can replace the other. Both the speaker and the 

hearer have a universal, moral obligation that demands one to apprehend indifference as a kind of violence; and this 

cosmic responsibility to respond appropriately to the one witnessing is what Holocaust literature deems imperative. 

 
82 Elie Wiesel, A Mad Desire to Dance: A Novel (New York: Schocken Books, 2009), 244. 
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        The clinician, Theresa Goldschmidt a Jewish woman, a second generation survivor, is to 

carry the weight of responsibility to her generation, not in treating victims as her “patient” but 

learning how to commune rightly with a survivor. Hence, Doriel leaves many of their sessions 

undermining Freudian diagnosis and Platonic theories, which neatly offer solutions to problems 

through categories and consolations.  Doriel says, “I resent all the people who prefer solutions to 

problems. Take Plato and his theory of philosopher kings. I’m for philosopher madmen or mad 

philosophers: for me, they are the real kings.”83 Throughout the work, Wiesel rejects every kind 

of category and theory: “Spinoza and his excommunication, Schopenhauer and his unrelenting 

opposition to Hegel, Heidegger and Nazism.”84   

         Holocaust works encourage one to see difference as a virtue, even if that difference 

constitutes a person carrying around a dybbuk.85 Holocaust literature defies philosophical 

categories or psychological principles because of their totalizing nature they demand. The 

uniqueness of a person carries greater weight than a diagnostician’s evaluation. As a matter of 

course this kind of evaluation is treated as a vice as in A Mad Desire to Dance. Philosophical 

categories are considered a kind of “mocking,” which the sufferer must overcome. When 

characters bypass traditional categories and assumptions they carry on the universal message of 

“always remembering and never forgetting” the stifled “voices.”86  In Yoram Kaniuk’s Adam 
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Resurrected one of the overriding themes is how to remember the atrocities of the Shoah. The 

thematic message of Holocaust works, the message that requires a response is: lend a voice, a 

hand, elevate the other, knowing that the sufferers’ “freedom depends on ours, the quality of our 

freedom depends on theirs.” 

         Through illustration Wiesel offers abstract words and paradoxical statements that demand 

an ethical evaluation, not just an evaluation based on the veracity of the event. Lang, seeking a 

kind of parameter to address Holocaust witnessing, argues that exaggeration and hyperbole 

remain in the realm of surrealism, and since their historical poignancy challenges the historicity 

and veracity of Holocaust events, these types of literary works should be exercised. He even 

places a narrow transitive principle as the parameter of Holocaust literature. He says tersely,  

…Representation within the limits of history, history within the limits of ethics. 

This principle applies as a basis for judgment even when that judgment then 

proceeds to treat harshly some of the very works in which the principle itself is 

exhibited… we can learn from the Holocaust by the practice of history rather than 

by moralizing about it.87 

 

Lang’s argument is valid only as one narrows his attention to Holocaust detractors; for Holocaust 

works locate the center of the universe where one is suffering and where another is responsible.  

        Lang goes on to say that the one common characteristic within Holocaust literature is how 

the genre often weaves historical, philosophical and mythological themes into a reality that is 

larger than any one genre. When this occurs, Lang opines, the reader must appropriate 

philosophical questions to anticipate how the author is addressing “moral responsibility and 
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obligation” and how “these concepts relate to the theories of human nature.”88 Lang’s 

suggestions are helpful, but too narrow. One should not analyze as to whether or not there is a 

dybbuk or whether or not a congregation of people actually threw dung at a child; but what 

should be considered is: to what ethical responsibility is the author directing his attention or what 

irresponsibility does the author exploit?  

          Even with the use of sordid images and hyperbolic realism a kind of morality is addressed 

in Kosinski’s work. Hatley rightly suggests that Holocaust literature at its core has philosophical 

and contains foundationally ethical implications. It is this kind of literature that demands a 

double responsibility: “one must hear…precisely by hearing how one must hear…” and the 

words, if rightly heard, claim the hearer in such a way that finds “him or her before she or he had 

the chance to decide to be found or to listen.”89  

        Wiesel and many others understand the importance of retelling the story; however, the 

challenge in retelling this momentous, hallowed event demands one to “circle around the story” 

with a voice held as a “prisoner” to the “savagely demented universe doomed by its wretched 

and deadly past.”90 In other words, to describe the ominous event that contains mythological 

force, language becomes an imperfect medium, for meaning is held prisoner between the witness 

and the one hearing.  
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         Because the story has been told in many different ways with many different mediums, Lang 

and Adorno (and a host of others) have offered parameters to the story and challenged many of 

the messages and mediums. And with these parameters those circling “around the story” 

describing a “savagely demented universe” run the risk of a kind of categorization that bars them 

from a kind of witnessing.  Wiesel seems to reject these parameters because language itself is a 

fragmented medium; and for such an important event one must understand what issues the author 

exploits and/or condones. Knowing the problem with language, Wiesel says: “When language 

fails, violence becomes a language.”91 Moreover, he says in his novel The Oath, “…though at 

times words bend to my will, silence no longer obeys me: it has become my master. More 

powerful than the word, it draws it strength and secret from a savagely demented universe 

doomed by its wretched and deadly past.”92 This language of silence, memory, and violence has 

ethical implications that demand one to respond through his/her witness to the “demented 

universe” and “its wretched…deadly past.” Thus, Wiesel adds an additional difficulty to 

Holocaust literature, namely the necessity of witnessing for the purpose of never forgetting and 

using representation to call out the violence of indifference, even “from a savagely demented 

universe doomed by its wretched and deadly past.” 

        To illustrate this further, Wiesel in the preface to Night declares that memory alone cannot 

suffice for one must tell the story; since the story is necessary for both the hearer and for the 

teller of the tale. He says, the “…witness who believes he has a moral obligation to try to prevent 
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the enemy from enjoying one last victory by allowing his crimes to be erased from human 

memory.”93 Wiesel does not qualify the witness as just the one telling the story but also the one 

hearing, as it were, a message with universal weight. Both the teller of the tale and the hearer of 

the message have to connect at least on how the message must be understood. The event 

demands a philosophical and ethical construct that frames this dilemma, recalling the event in 

such a way as not to lose the universal weight of the event and the universal responsibility for the 

one who tells the tale and the hearer who is held responsible for what is heard.  

         At first glance, Wiesel seems to offer credence to Adorno’s critique which alludes to the 

idea that all poetry, indeed all aesthetics after Auschwitz, is paradoxically and barbarically 

unspeakable. However, even though Adorno argues that poetry after Auschwitz is “barbaric”, he, 

like Wiesel, goes on to say, “The morality that forbids art to forget this for a second slides off 

into the abyss of its opposite.”94 For Adorno then, Holocaust representation contains an 

“uncompromising radicalism” that forbids victims to be “violated” and “turned into works of art, 

tossed out to be gobbled up by the world that did them in.”95  

          With all of this language of representation and its ethical implications there exist at least 

three problems with Holocaust representation: “how to justify what is spoken,” “the violence of 

language” and how to treat these works ethically. To the first, how to justify what is spoken, the 

reader has an obligation to look beyond the concrete and onto the abstract, ethical principle. To 
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the second and third: voicing how and what occurred is not just an indictment on the perpetrators 

but an obligation to the reader to act with extreme care for another. In each of these three, 

indifference is the primary ethical issues that one must notice. Thus, it is necessary to offer a 

method to locate moral issues that are endemic within Holocaust works without abandoning the 

kind of proximity that Holocaust literature demands. Holocaust literature does not necessitate 

aesthetic boundaries or limits for appropriate criticism, primarily, but a lens to address the ethical 

issues within a given work.  

Genre Characteristics and Holocaust Literature 

         In each genre there are foundational goals that frame the appropriate questions within the 

larger framework. For example, epics, comedies and tragedies fundamentally assume a kind of 

justice that creates a world (epics)96, destroys the world (tragedy) or reaffirms the world 

(comedy)97. The protagonists in each of these genres illustrate praise, blame, blessings and 

cursing, directing readers to questions about community and judicial restraint. One primary goal 

in critiquing the aforementioned literature is asking the kinds of questions that frame the world 

mythologically.98 These stories do not encourage questions of veracity but questions of vitality. 

Foundationally, no one should ask questions about what good came of Achilles’ life, what is the 

historical veracity of Odysseus’s strength, what kind of husband or father Oedipus was, or where 
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is the location of Oberon’s forest. These questions remain outliers to the genre’s fundamental 

directions. Even biblical literature demands the reader to understand the mythical nature of the 

Bible in one way or another; that is, to offer queries that are relevant to the given episode, 

queries that take special attention to how shall one ethically live. Thus, to treat the veracity of 

Ai’s location, the earthquake in Jericho or the size of the fish in Jonah curtails the biblical 

message.  

          Even the modern novel has foundational assumptions as a character turns the action 

inward, wrestling with his personal cogito rather than expressing him or herself as an outward 

sword fighter. Even though the modern novel is different from the ancient forms of literature 

(epic, tragedy and comedy), justice and hope remain ever-present as the reader pines for the 

protagonist’s triumph, or bend to, a beleaguering conscience. All of these works contain 

historical circumstances and communal situations that necessitate the shifting genre, and the 

questions must shift with that genre. In other words, the questions associated with the genre must 

address the fundamental assumptions within that given genre and community. Since there is a 

long history of these aforementioned genres, it is not surprising that there is an established, 

thoroughgoing foundation to address them. But for Holocaust literature this has not been the 

case.  

          In several of Langer’s works, he uses the word tragedy, pining for a category to interpret 

Holocaust works. In his 1993 publication he connects tragedy to Holocaust literature99; but in his 
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latest work he identifies Holocaust literature as moving beyond tragedy to the “literature of 

atrocity.”100  In Using and Abusing the Holocaust Langer argues that Holocaust literary works  

…[A]re not one-dimensional…narratives…; their tension and their imagery, like 

most significant literature, challenges us to decipher implicit meaning, to revise 

our notions of chronology, and to wander through a dark terrain that leads neither 

to triumph nor to tragedy, but to a far more threatening encounter that stains the 

historical report with the dye of moral and physical chaos.101 

 

According to Langer Holocaust literature, foundationally, has four characteristics. First “it 

revises our notion of time” which reverses all notions of justice, order and redemption, which are 

the fundamental assumptions for the ancient forms of literature. Second, it demands the reader to 

“wander” without any vision or direction to the mythological end. Third, it has the interminable 

effect on the historical record in such a way that no questions are deemed appropriate. Fourth, he 

sees Holocaust literature as emphasizing “moral chaos.” To the former three there are clear 

overriding examples but to the later there are considerable problems. 

        Langer rightly recognizes the antiheroic elements that fight against every vision of 

reconciliation between the protagonists and antagonists, which marks a significant difference 

between many modern and ancient literary forms from Holocaust literature. Moreover, he rightly 

argues that Holocaust literature carries overtones of irony throughout each work, especially as it 

relates to justice and hope.102 Furthermore, he argues that Holocaust literature “challenges [the 
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reader] to decipher implicit meaning,” however could this “implicit” meaning run counter to his 

argument concerning “moral chaos?”  It is clear that his reference to “moral chaos” finds its 

characterization with Adorno’s negative dialectic to which Langer is entwined. Using the fourth 

characteristics demands the reader to remain speechless, without the ability to find any kind of 

aesthetic value or appropriate questions.   

         Considering Langer’s characterizing all the “evil of pain, the harm itself” becomes a 

meaningless reference unless there is something to which it refers, or something to which it 

points. Holocaust literature offers an “explosion and most profound articulation of absurdity,” 

but this absurdity is not just because of the ubiquitous political and social injustice. This kind of 

injustice is personal and communal especially as one considers the host of works that deal 

directly with the rural environments where the national socialistic party was only a distant image.     

          Many Holocaust works, especially The Painted Bird, points, and refers to a personal 

encounter between a host and a stranger. This encounter exemplifies the absurdity of a host who 

will not embrace the other, either reviling him or having becomes indifferent to his pain. All of 

the “pain,” “absurdity” and harm are useless unless a host acts as a substitute for the pain of the 

other.103  Seeking “how to explain evil” in order to defeat it” is a meaningless endeavor with a 

systematic, reductionist formula. 104 Defeating evil has to do with embracing the others, 

embracing an encounter, treating the others as the other, not reducing his suffering as a cause and 

effect formula.  Even though Langer rightly demarcates Holocaust literature from some of the 
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characteristics of the ancient and modern forms of writing, he wrongly associates this genre not 

having an order and direction, addressing overriding questions.  

         From Kosinski’s The Painted Bird to Schwarz-Bart’s Last of the Just, Holocaust literature 

points to the implicit value of humanity, and how the nameless crowd flattens value, meaning, 

and transcendence.  Holocaust literature addresses reductionist, group thinking, acting and 

speaking. It illustrates how the herd replaces value, meaning, and transcendence. Concerning 

Holocaust literate and what it addresses universally, Sidra Ezrahi says, Holocaust literature 

exemplifies “a shift…from violence as a passionate crime of the self to automated, socially 

enforced, and diffused violence as the general backdrop of human behavior.”105  For example, 

Schwarz-Bart describes his peasants as “motionless” to the suffering of another, without the 

ability to respond to the suffering of another. He describes a ubiquitous event as a peasant 

“Sweeping the air with an eloquent gesture, he flung Mordecai to the ground…[while] the 

peasants were hugely amused by the dazed and terrified air.”106 This backdrop indicts the 

indifferent group in juxtaposition to the evil of a perpetrator. Holocaust literature does not 

support a chaotic worldview but rather a systematic worldview where the backdrop is the evil of 

indifference; and how this indifference is a kind of evil, which is the most damning.  Thus, 

Holocaust literature rejects every kind of injustice, hopelessness, and vulnerability, which has as 

its foundation in a totalizing replacement of one for the other. Holocaust works challenge 

                                                 

105 Ezrahi, By Words Alone, 5. 

 
106 Schwarz-Bart, Last of the Just, 24. 



 

45 

xenophobia and every kind of indifference as it depict the antagonists as the characters who lack 

human authenticity, courage and intelligibility.   

        The early stages of Holocaust criticism pointed to the irony of a world gone successfully 

mad and how this world is uninhabitable. However, unlike the aforementioned genres (epic, 

tragedy, comedy, and the modern novel), Holocaust literature foundationally deals with the loss 

of justice and hope and the irony of finding viability without them. Holocaust literature stands in 

ironic juxtaposition to tragedy, comedy, epic and the modern novel as one pines for questions 

that address morality in light of personal need, freedom, transcendence, responsibility, and the 

traits that identify what it means to be human.  

       One clear difference between Holocaust works and epics, novels or even tragedies has to do 

with intimacy. When intimacy is imaged in a just world, non-indifference is anticipated; but in 

Holocaust literature, injustice and indifference are interwoven. For example, in the Iliad and 

Odyssey fathers embrace children and wives, and communities comfort their strangers. Even 

Virgil leads Dante through Hell107, and God intervenes throwing Satan from heaven, guiding 

Adam to do the same on earth.108 Levi, Wiesel, Schwarz-Bart, and Kaniuk, each in one way or 

another, illustrate how and what was lost in earth’s hell. In The Last of the Just, death camp 

locations replace God and prayer. Even the tombs of the dead are not remembered. Schwarz-Bart 

says, “For the smoke that rises from crematoriums obeys physical laws like any other: the 

particles come together and disperse according to the wind that propels them. The only 
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pilgrimage…would be to look with sadness at a stormy sky now and then.”109 Even the needs of 

others are abandoned as persecutors bind their victims in such a way that they are not able to 

respond to the needs of the other and left with oppressive shame.110 Even in White Hotel and 

Babi Yar (and many other works like them) intimacy and a loss of meaning do not declare what 

the world is, ought or should be, but the irony of losing transcendence, freedom and 

responsibility.  

        Another difference between Holocaust literature and modern novel has to do with ipseity 

over against alterity. Holocaust literature does not encourage a reading that allows the other to be 

a split self, allegorized to articulate a kind of ipseity. All the others within Holocaust literature 

are real people not allegorized selves. Levi has three friends, Wiesel has a father; Ernie needs a 

protective hand (Schwartz-Bart, Last of the Just); Kanikuk’s Adam needs a host; and the orphan 

needs a shelter from his neighboring villagers (Kosinski’s The Painted Bird). The other is a 

character within the presence of a need, and the tormentors do not allow for this need to be met. 

The antagonist bars the protagonist from serving in such a way for responsibility; responsibility 

has everything to do with how the host meets the other’s needs. These works do not offer a 

Sartrean or Heideggerian outlook on life where the self needs authentication without an Other. 

The other is necessary, a flesh and blood other. The ability to serve and elevate the other 

eradicates indifference and seeks the hither side of meaninglessness. Without meaning, where all 
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things are permissible, the world is uninhabitable. These philosophical guides undermine 

Holocaust interpretation because they turn characters inward and not outward.  

         In The Painted Bird the orphan is often considered a tormented soul, and not a living child 

“seeking shelter from distant villages.”111 For the most part, the orphan’s village is uninhabitable 

because the other is not found.  There is no authenticity because the orphan, the widow, and the 

stranger have been left to a precarious wasteland. Holocaust literature, for the most part, is 

external, seeking alterity in a world that has been turned upside down. Holocaust literature 

highlights Characters who fail to act in conjunction to their ethical responsibility. Levinas argues 

that needs, desires, satisfaction, and possession are not burdens to overcome but ethical situations 

to which one or the host must respond to the other.112 Even prayer itself in Holocaust literature 

does not fulfill its purpose through ipseity, but through alterity.113  

          In the same way Holocaust literature, unlike the 19th century novels such as Jane Eyre or 

Crime and Punishment, takes special care to treat alterity and not ipseity. Thus, Holocaust 

literature is not to be interpreted in the same way as a modern novel which depicts a protagonist 

who needs to overcome his tormented soul. Levinas is a far more appropriate interlocutor for 

reading Holocaust literature than the others. Holocaust literature accentuates an extreme 

concreteness. Using a nihilistic critique does not offer the ethical overtones necessary to address 

the issues of indifference, nor does a Heideggerian individuality allow for the nuances of ethical 

indifference to be understood. These two philosopher accentuate the horizon of their own 

                                                 

111 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 4. 

 
112 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 76. 

 
113 Ibid., 202 & 231. 



 

48 

perception, avoiding any kind of link with transcendence. Levinas’ philosophy, because of its 

focus on the responsibility and transcendence of the other—the concrete other—and the 

necessity to respond to bodily Other, is a greater interlocutor than any other.  

Philosophical and Religious Approaches to Holocaust and its Limits  

       Throughout recent history three stages have governed the kinds of philosophical, theological 

and societal questions that dominated Holocaust engagement. These three stages represent how 

Holocaust literature has been approached philosophically and hermeneutically. In the first stage 

of Holocaust literary engagement (circa 1956-1978) features incomparable uniqueness, 

anticipating a kind of silence and ineffability; but in this stage critics such as Adorno pined for 

ways to address the moral conundrum that surrounded the Holocaust, but no category was 

adequate. Religious historians and theologians looked for ways to address the Holocaust but 

flattened the experience into a psychological (Rubenstein) or theological question (Berkovits). 

The first stage represents how images and characterizations of certain events have been 

incommensurable to any other work. Categories were created precariously and perhaps 

prematurely.  

       From the mid-1960s philosophers such as Eliezer Berkovits in Faith After the Holocaust and 

Richard Rubenstein in After Auschwitz guided their readers to a kind of silence because of the 

incomparable uniqueness of the Holocaust. This was the first stage of Holocaust reflection where 

scholars sought to makes sense, or to create a sense of meaning historically of the events of the 

Holocaust.114 Thus, when critics read Holocaust works, they questioned the Holocaust’s unique 
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kind of evil and God’s absence. These authors accentuated the kind depravity that produced 

killing machines and crematoriums. They sought to answer questions about abandoning God and 

how to keep judicial hope after the Holocaust. Emil Fackenheim argues in To Mend the World in 

rejecting God, and Judaic distinctions gives Hitler another victory115; thus, like Wiesel, it is 

necessary to treat the event without abandoning hope, continuing to declare “that which 

happened,”116 so that no one forgets.   

         Even though Rubenstein treated the Holocaust philosophically and religiously for the most 

part, his philosophical questions did not remain in his particular discipline. In this stage, literary 

critics considered certain Holocaust works like Borchert’s The Man Outside and Wiesel’s Night 

to address theological issues that surrounded the Holocaust.117 During this time scholars 

addressed Night and paid particular attention to the grizzly scene where the SS officers hanged a 

nameless boy, a “young pipel”, who remained “breathing for more than a half an hour lingering 

between life and death, writhing before our eyes” because his body weight was too light for the 

rope to break his neck and suffocate him. As this scene unfolded a member of the crowd cried 
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Morgen trennt, sei niederzureißen und Morgen würde wieder Gestern sein, GW 3:156). See also (James Lyon, Paul 

Celan and Martin Heidegger: An Unresolved Conversation, 1951-1970. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
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out for mercy, asking “…where is God” while another voice declared that he is the angelic figure 

“hanging on the gallows.”118   

          Echoes from this scene reverberated through literary criticism; as a result the concerns 

within literary texts were: can a godless world sustain itself?119 This kind of interpretation 

allowed many readers to bypass the overarching theme of moral indifference. The theological 

questions were appropriate, but the way Holocaust literature addresses this question has more to 

do with how one treats his neighbor rather than how God is metaphysically present in the life of 

one or the other. Wiesel directed his readers to this kind of face-to-face indifference as he 

illustrates how the SS officers were indifferent to everything communal. The abandonment of 

humanity came every time familial ties were broken, and every time an SS officer or a 

“selection” interrupted a communal event.120  

         As the first generation of critics dealt with questions concerning theological and moral evil, 

they did address a kind of indifference; but it was a political or religious indifference. For 

example, Eliezer Berkovits accentuated the depravity of the ghettos, the camps, and the political 

responses to this atrocity to explain a new reality. He concluded that “The conscience of the 

world was as little in evidence as in the time of the death camps and crematorium,” which 

                                                 

118 The irony of this text has as much to do with angels within the community as it does God himself 

remaining in their midst. In other words, in sacred texts angelic visitation has moral implications on the society, for 

which Wiesel was very aware. Consider Angelic visitation before the flood, before the destruction of Sodom and 

Gamorrah, before the destruction of the children in Egypt or when The Lord relented from his wrath and held back 

the angel of death in 1 Chronicles 21:15f.  

 
119 Richard Rubenstein, After Auschwitz: History, Theology, and Contemporary Judaism, (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1992), 187. 

 
120 See: Elie Wiesel, Night (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 10. 

 



 

51 

illustrates the lack in “moral purpose and political effectiveness.”121 He did not deal with a 

personal evil but with a ubiquitous evil; no one was directly responsible for the atrocities but 

everyone was caught up in it. This kind of interpretation leads to a Hegelian impersonal evil, a 

negative dialectic.  

         Richard Rubenstein takes a similar approach to Holocaust witnessing. He addressed the 

Holocaust on a literary, psychological, and religious foundation “as a historian,” declaring the 

Holocaust to be a unique kind of moral depravity that is being “fortified and should be expected 

in the future.”122 Again, one can rightly note the negative dialectic at work. John Roth notes that 

“Rubenstein’s mystical theology has certain affinities with…elements in Hegel” and his current 

“position was already present in his earliest writing.”123 As a matter of course, for Rubenstein, 

every attempt to interpret Auschwitz with any kind of optimism or explanation “floats above the 

despair and alienation of our time.”124 The only way to treat the Holocaust is from the vantage 

point of horror and “negative dialectic.”125  

         Within the first stage of Holocaust witnessing—and even currently—many approach 

Kosinski’s The Painted Bird from the vantage point of a negative dialectic.  For example, when 

Prendowska evaluated The Painted Bird in 1978 she concluded that Kosinski’s work portrays 

“evil” as the “evangelism of modern fiction…a conscious rejection of value, meaning and 
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desirability.”126 Even Budick, in her 2015 publication, The Subject of Holocaust Fiction declares 

the work “as highly sensationalistic as to flood the subject of Holocaust with a kind of excess 

that…does damage to the subject.”127 Prendowska and many others128 evaluated Kosinski and his 

work as an avant-garde, literary work, lacking comparability, contextually, basis in reality. 

However, The Painted Bird as Holocaust fiction illustrates the kind of indifference endemic 

within Holocaust fiction. This work does not do “damage to the subject” rather it exemplifies 

individual indifference. Moreover, the work illustrates the theme of needs, desires and 

satisfaction; in other words it explains what it means to be human.  

          In these critical appraisals echoes of Adorno can be heard. Because The Painted Bird was 

characterized in this way, ethical themes were never considered, but the grotesque and gratuitous 

evil was. Prendowska offers the most universally accepted critique as she characterized the work, 

not as Holocaust literature but as horror, “a quality of horror into the modern imagination which 

must radically alter our perception of reality.”129 The peasants’ evil, the mythological presence of 

Olga, all of the ominous talismans and even the outrageous rape and pillaging of the liberators 

within the text were mined to show the fear and horror that tightens its grip at every turn.       

Interestingly, most critics treat episodes within the texts so keenly they fail to notice the many 

tender scenes within the work, giving the impression that the boy only survives because he turns 
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as evil as his abusers. Even though the boy envies his tormentors briefly because of their 

universal power, he does not possess the kind of indifference that the peasants, the churchmen, 

and the patriarchal leaders within the community possessed. He finds traces of humanity, and 

references to value and the necessity of transcendence as he witness lovers, friends, and prayer.      

        In the second stage (circa 1980s through the mid-90s) of Holocaust criticism, a new 

approach began where critics addressed the aesthetic value within the literary works without 

abandoning the uniqueness of Holocaust evil. Within this stage also certain existential 

philosophies where addressed to show what undergirded the Nazi assault on human life. This 

stage had two important features. First, critics such as Lang and Alexander offered categories to 

describe the true nature and extent of evil.  At this time—the late 1980’s—these metaphors of 

measure allowed works to be more conceivable for the one reading and addressing Holocaust 

works.130 These metaphors and categories turned readers’ attention to the kind of philosophies 

that are indifferent to humanity; the kinds of indifference that created killing machines. Also, 

works were treated more narrowly locating what was verifiable and how and why one work 

should be consider Holocaust witnessing, while another could be treated as horror fiction.  

         Literary critics from Berel Lang to the philosophical appraisal of Amos Funkenstein and 

Edward Alexander and Sidra Ezrahi directed readers to examine texts on the basis of specific 
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acts of evil, and how these acts have a foundation in certain Western philosophical tradition, 

specifically a kind of enlightenment philosophy.131  Langer located the loss of corporate and 

religious identity and personal responsibility within Holocaust works.132 He identified 

parameters and challenged certain works along aesthetic lines. Ethics was not a primary concern, 

for the attention was turned from the fictional depictions to the author and his/her reference 

points. At this time, Holocaust literature began to be characterized in ways to show what works 

are appropriate along aesthetic lines, and whether or not the author’s report contained acceptable 

veracity. According to Meskin, more precise questions become necessary in order to treat the 

Holocaust descriptively while denying certain characteristics, admitting “that description” and 

not “full understanding”133 in the end is the goal. Even though the lines were drawn as to how to 

treat texts, both stages contained the central feature of how to deal with the Holocaust witnessing 

in such a way as to offer a universal ethical value.  

         Three helpful discoveries need to be adopted from the first two stages of critical 

engagement in order for the reader to understand the horizon or back drop of Holocaust 

literature.134 First, Holocaust literature primarily addresses ethical indifference in the vein of 

moral chaos. The goal is not amorality or immorality but a supra-morality, a morality that is prior 
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132 Lawrence Langer, Preempting the Holocaust (New Haven, Conn.:Yale Univ. Press, 1998) 22-25. 

 
133 Jacob Meskin, “The Jewish Transformation of Modern Thought: Lévinas and Philosophy after the 
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to ethical theories. This kind of morality does not contain an “ought” or “perhaps” but human 

responsibility. As Levinas insists, the ethical relationship is “anarchic”135, an “anterior condition 

of our humanity…subjectivity already in relationship to the other, referred to itself by way of its 

responsibilities: the subject that is for itself only in having always been for the other.”136 

 Second, Holocaust literature is a reaction to ethical indifference and the Western philosophical 

systems. These systems remain in causal relation to the plight on the historical record. Not just 

enlightenment philosophy, as discussed in the second stage, but every philosophy that endorses 

ontology as first philosophy. Third, there is a religious element as authors make countless 

allusions to the Torah, Talmud and Kabbalah in Holocaust literature that has yet to be fully 

explored. This exploration will ground readers to their proximity to the work in order for the 

readers to respond appropriately.  

         Jacob Meskin, representing a new trend in Holocaust interpretation (late 90s to present), 

argues that Levinas’ approach to the Holocaust represents a “third wave” of post-Holocaust 

thought. In his article “The Jewish Transformation of Modern Thought: Lévinas and Philosophy 

after the Holocaust,” he explains that the first two waves of Post-Holocaust representation 

attempted to offer categories (philosophical, theological, literary) to explain the event. However, 

in both waves these new categories were left wanting. The mere incommensurability and 

incomparability of the Holocaust struck critics in a way that demanded a kind of negative 
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dialectic or silence in the first wave (and onto the second). In this last stage an ethical response 

began to take shape as critics began to characterize Levinas as the philosopher of the Holocaust. 

In an attempt to explain the three stages of post-Holocaust thought, Meskin said:  

This first wave…argued that the traditional categories and resources of 

philosophical reflection could not handle this radical event, and sought to develop 

entirely new conceptual frameworks through which to grasp the true significance 

of the holocaust, to fathom its radical uniqueness…[but by way of reaction to this 

way of thinking] Levinas’ … arises from his unique and original account of what 

it is to be a human being.137  

 

Even though Meskin goes on to state that the first and second waves continues to dominate the 

ways scholars address the issues of Holocaust literature, Levinas offers a new approach having 

the potential to override the previous approaches.138 Using a Levinasian lens, this third stage 

demands one to transcend all plots139 to ask ethical question, treating what it means to be human 

and how to retain a kind of humanity that is for another.140  
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          For Levinas, being human is an ethical question, a responsibility. In the second wave, 

ethical considerations were addressed for and from personal discovery. In this second wave, 

critics asked to what extent was the evil and what the nature of evil was. This is not how Levinas 

treats the universal command to all humanity. He does not begin with the self, then pine the 

nature and extent of evil. Rather, he begins with the other and how to address the other 

concretely. This approach requires the reader to consider the others within the text and how the 

community encounters the other. It is from this ethical foundation that one should read Holocaust 

texts. Concerning Levinas’ idea of humanity as fundamentally responsible, Richard A Cohan 

says, 

The I is responsible not only to know the Other, or to share an understanding of 

the world which the Other also shares, but is responsible to respond to the very 

alterity of the Other, to an alterity which is always on the verge of presence but 

never comes to presence, is never reducible to the phenomenality of the face.141 

 

The irreducibility of the other, the anarchic other who has always been the question from which 

the ego is responsible is both a question and a concern. This third stage aims to tease out what it 

means to be human ethically, that is the ultimate concern for the other. This question is to take on 

primary considerations not secondary classifications. The four ethical themes that ground what it 

means to be human in Holocaust literature are: personal needs, freedom, transcendence, and 

responsibility. No matter the work, these four ethical consideration need to be addressed in some 

way before treating the aesthetic limits for this genre. 
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Proximity as an Important Feature to Appropriate Holocaust Criticism 

         Whether the work is a literary depiction describing a person or event, or a museum that 

contains weighty artifacts for reflection, how to detect moral principles without undermining 

appropriate proximity takes an enormous amount of effort and an enormous amount of wisdom. 

For example, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, takes great care to give each 

participant a number, corresponding to a Holocaust victims’ tattooed number as they enter the 

museum. The patron traverses from one scene of atrocity to another, seeking to identify with the 

victim and his or her suffering. In the end the patron learns how the victim fared at the end of the 

war; all of this has the goal of creating an inseparable bond between the victim and the patron on 

moral grounds. Other museums horrify their patrons using sights, smells, and sound to repel 

patrons, causing them to feel a sense of victimization, never forgetting the atrocities of genocide.  

The later type of museum centers on the uniqueness of Holocaust as a horrific event, distancing 

the event from the patron. The former creates a ubiquitous way to understand suffering, creating 

the impression that Holocaust agony has a familiar vantage point. Whether these museums are 

appropriate in their depiction of the carnage or radical evil is not the issue, but how the patron is 

to feel the moral weight before them; and how the patron is to respond to this kind of 

victimization morally. Both examples serve to illustrate the necessity of a unique kind of 

proximity.  

         Like museums, literary works attempt to offer a similar experience, but the goal is the 

same: to depict victimization in a certain way in order for the reader to respond morally, offering 

a personal response to another’s victimization, while remaining in close proximity to the work. 

However, in reading the aforementioned scholars, keeping a critical distance while asking 
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questions about what really happened and how the event is too sacred to say anything is how the 

aforementioned scholars lead in Holocaust engagement. For example in his 2006 publication of 

Using and Abusing the Holocaust, Langer tersely addresses Kosinski’s The Painted Bird, 

rehashing Kosinski’s “lies” about being Jewish, and his interview where Kosinski described how 

he was more significantly maltreated during the inter-war years traveling from one peasant 

village to another than the orphan in The Painted Bird.142 Langer never addressed the important 

themes of moral indifference within the work, nor did he address the neighbor/host relationship 

in one of the greatest works that deal with such a hoary issue, especially within Holocaust 

literature.  

           Even though Kosinski in his Notes on the Painted Bird examined his own work, placing 

his work within the category of Holocaust fiction—not even calling it “auto-fiction” as he did his 

Pilgrim of 69th Street—Langer persists in treating The Painted Bird as “sensationalism” and an 

outlier in Holocaust representation. Kosinski himself described the moral implications within the 

text and the necessity of the boy’s survival despite his precarious hosts. His personal survival as 

an individual quest is not the question that demands an answer, but how the host rejects the 

stranger and how this host-stranger relationship leads to unspeakable violence.  

          These moral questions lead the reader to appropriate his/her proximity to the text, not in 

asking the question of whether the event truly happened this way or that, but asking what must 

be done and what is my responsibility to the other. Langer bypasses these moral issues and 
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explains how Kosinski’s fabrications undermine the event of the Holocaust as a whole.143   

Kosinski reiterated what Langer misappropriates over and over, and even after a decade after 

Kosinski’s death, Langer still treats Kosinski and his works as pariahs within Holocaust 

representation. If one takes Langer’s approach as the appropriate method for treating Holocaust 

literature, wooden representation, silence and negative depictions will be the modus operandi for 

questions and considerations in Holocaust representation and will embolden Holocaust critics to 

live beyond proximity to Holocaust works. 

         In order to move beyond how Langer and others treat Holocaust works, the nature and 

foundational goals of Holocaust literature need to be addressed. In Levinas’ works, especially 

Existence and Existents, he criticizes several philosophical systems that begin with the 

ontological notion of the other. One essential focus of Existence and Existents is how to be in 

moral proximity to the Other as one pursues the Good in a concretized way. He begins his work 

rejecting all systems that coordinate144, analyze145, systematize146 or approximates the other as a 

knowable being.147 He argues that these systems that think in terms of the aforementioned make 

the other a tautological self.148 He furthers his explanation by critically appraising questions that 
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makes the other disappear, where no moral relation can occur.  He concludes that any relation 

that reduces the other to the same is not a moral relation.149, 150    

This radical turn from the Western philosophical tradition is important here. He says,  

The proximity of one to the other is here conceived outside of ontological 

categories in which, in different ways, the notion of the other also figures, 

whether as an obstacle to freedom, intelligibility or perfection, or as a term that 

confirms a finite being, mortal and uncertain of itself, by recognizing it, or as a 

slave, collaborator or God able to succour. Everywhere proximity is conceived 

ontologically, that is, as a limit or complement to the accomplishment of the 

adventure of essence, which consists in persisting in essence and unfolding 

immanence, in remaining in an ego, in identity. Proximity remains a distance 

diminished, an exteriority conjured.151 

 

        For Levinas, the other: the stranger, the widow or the orphan is not to be understood as a 

category for observation but as a person who holds me hostage. He holds me infinitely 

bound, holding my hostage not so as a means for or to an end. The other holds me 

hostage not as a means to worship a foreign being (God).152 The host’s responsibility is 
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for the other. And, when the host questions the idea of the stranger, the stranger is 

reduced to a category. It is in this way the host “seeks an escape from being, to go where 

freedom and negation operate.”153 When the host reduces the stranger, the host escapes to 

a distance and the only thing heard is the strangers haunting cries.154   

         Thus, reward and consequence is a reductionist formula for the ethicist where 

“negation operates.”155 For Levinas proximity is being responsible for the other, 

mitigating the suffering of the other, not for the sake of reward, or because of 

consequence, but for the sake of the other. This responsibility for the other implies three 

important issues: the universality of needs, the demand to be non-indifferent to the needy, 

and the ability to act as a substitute for the other. Each of these demands the host to 

respond to who the other is.156 

          For Levinas, the idea of proximity marks the great divide between the Western 

philosophical traditions and the Jewish tradition. Descartes, Hegel and Heidegger mined a kind 

                                                 

Also relevant is Moses encounter with Yahweh in the burning bush (Exodus 3:4). When Moses asks 

Yahweh who do I say sent me, Yahweh responds with an irreducible statement: Ehyeh (I am).  At the burning bush 

Yahweh meets Moses face to face and demands him to encounter both his friends and enemies declaring Ehyeh sent 

me. Had Yahweh given him a concretized name, a totality and uniformity would be expected; but since Yahweh did 

not offer a name but an encounter, it implies, for Levinas that Moses has an infinite responsibility, an irreducible 

assignment for the Other. For Levinas this encounter offers an assignation “without recourse, without fatherland” 

without being able to be at home within the self, for “he is compelled before commencing…not a self-

consciousness…but a responsibility for the other” (Otherwise than Being, 103).  

 
153 Emmanuel Lévinas, Existence and Existents, 61. 

 
154 Ibid. (“Horror is the event of being which returns in the heart of this negation, as though nothing had 

happened…In the nothingness which a crime creates a being is condensed to the point of suffocation, and draws 

consciousness out of its ‘retreat.’”) 

 
155 Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 15. 

 
156 Ibid., 13. 
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of ontology that turns to (and on) the self, but Levinas movement from ontology opens up an 

ethical relation beyond ontology and on to responsibility for the other.  Thus, when reading 

Holocaust works in light of Levinas’ foundational approach to ethics, the reader naturally 

highlights and deciphers “the sheer otherness of the other person—the deceptively simple fact 

that he or she is not me.”157 This difference takes on monumental importance since, for Levinas, 

the Other must exist to rectify and mitigate loneliness (but the host’s service is not to mitigate 

loneliness).    

         This is a concern for Holocaust literary works, for one of the primary goals of the Nazi era 

was to create an ideal sameness. The Nazi generation regarded difference as sinful, disloyal, and 

inhumane.  The foundational goal for the Final Solution was to create a unifying voice and 

appearance, a world of flat principles and a forged identity. In contradistinction, Holocaust 

literature intends to elevate the other as a unique person, offering the other a solidified position 

of uniqueness and responsibility. This is the primary theme of Laura Williams’s Holocaust 

fictional work Behind the Bedroom Wall.158 Even though this work is for children, the goal is the 

same as the adult works previously mentioned. This work like the previous works need to be 

treated ethically and not ontologically. The questions about what the main character became is 

not a primary concern. Asking questions about how the person became de-humanized must be 

treated secondarily, while considering the indifferent crowd must be primary. 

                                                 

157 Jacob Meskin, “The Jewish Transformation of Modern Thought: Levinas and Philosophy after the 

Holocaust” (1998), 508. 

 
158 Laura Williams, Behind the Bedroom Wall, (New York: Scholastic, 1997).  
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         Levinas demands a face to face encounter not for the purpose of totalizing the other, but to 

allow and encounter the other in “some rich and challeng[ing] way…in [the] domain in each of 

us we find ourselves” either substituting for or taking special care for the suffering of another.159 

Thus, reading Holocaust literature with these Leviansian foundational principles the reading 

should locate four primary issues. First, how or why hosts are not responsible for strangers. 

Second, to what degree do characters live in proximity to another? Third, how and why is 

transcendence evoked? Fourth, in what way is human uniqueness undermined? The appraisal of 

Holocaust work must accentuate the host and stranger, that is how the author approximates the 

other, accentuates moral responsibility and the uniqueness of humanity.   

          Each of these question may be summed up in Levinas’ idea of proximity. For Levinas, the 

idea of the caress is a gateway to understand the relationship between the host and stranger, and 

how the host has the responsibility to respond to the cries of the stranger. Levinas explains that 

there remains a haunting reality of suffering and this suffering can be quieted only when the host 

takes on the responsibility for the other. Levinas calls this haunting reality the “there is.”160 

There are several issues at play as one seeks to understand the Levinasian “there is.” First, the 

“there is” remains present like the sound in a seashell as one holds it up to his ear.161 Second, a 

host is always responsible for the “there is.” Third, this responsibility is never a completed task.  

                                                 

159 Jacob Meskin, “The Jewish Transformation of Modern Thought: Levinas and Philosophy after the 

Holocaust” (1998), 507. 

 
160 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 258. 

 
161 See: Levinas, Job and the Excess of Evil, (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1998). 
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The host then searches and forages to quell the “there is”, the voice of a stranger, widow, or 

orphan crying in the wilderness. When the host locates the stranger, he recognizes his tardiness, 

thus he responds non-indifferently to the needs of the stranger. He responds in absolute haste 

without critical contemplation. The host cannot not justify, grasp or seizing the other in order to 

mitigate his responsibility; he reaches out to the one who is laying bear. The host responds in 

“frankness, sincerity and veracity,” doing nothing to protect himself, rather “denuding [himself] 

of [his] skin, sensibility on the surface of the skin, at the edge of the nerves, offering itself even 

in suffering—and thus wholly sign, signifying itself.”162 Desmond Manderson explains that the 

host and the stranger proximity “excites the skin—like a blush. It creates an obligation of non-

indifference but not of incorporation.”163 Thus, the host lives in proximity for the other, the 

stranger, never forfeiting his responsibility, never becoming indifferent to the stranger’s need. 

This is a central aim of Holocaust literature. Reading Holocaust literature is a transformative act, 

compelling the reader not to offer simple, thematizable solutions to a phenomenological 

problem.  

        Joshua Shaw rightly notes  “The aim of ‘Useless Suffering’164 …is not to determine if the 

Holocaust disproves God’s existence or if evil is explainable but to transform us—to 

communicate a call to responsibility to us and not simply to communicate this call but to compel 

                                                 

162 Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 15. 

 
163 Desmond Manderson, Proximity, Levinas, and the Soul of Law, (Montreal: MQUP, 2006), 102. 

 
164 This is in reference to Levinas’ essay: “Useless Suffering.” 
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us to manifest it in our life choices.”165 To interpret works featuring the grotesque or even an 

inward metaphorical interpretation “thematizes” and expels the meaning that must be 

“explicated” from Holocaust literature. To thematize Holocaust works as ostentatious, grotesque, 

absurd or meaningless reduces the text and voids the face-to-face of the other. To reduce the text 

to the aforementioned will disengage the reader from the work and disable him from noticing 

what character(s) have been assigned “before” any declaration of what must be done.   

          Levinas notes that humanity must live “beyond or on the hither side of being which it 

thematizes, outside of being, and thus in itself as in exile.”166 In light of this kind of reading, 

Holocaust literature does not speak of man ontologically, but expels him from his ontology, 

being assigned to another “before I show myself, before I set myself up.” Levinas says, “The 

Other is what I myself am not…The Other is…the weak, the poor, ‘the widow and the orphan’, 

whereas I am the rich or the powerful.”167 By opening up the possibility for answers with an 

extreme sense of alterity, refusing to offer theories and explanations, Levinas establishes 

suffering as useless only if one does not heed the voice of the other. For Levinas all suffering is a 

personal “woe,” which rejects all “datum,” synthesis, and the “assemblage of data.”168 This woe 

defies the sterile pedagogical overtures of the questions of suffering, demanding one to stand in 

opposition to suffering, purging us, his readers, of a tendency to misconstrue it that dulls our 

                                                 

165 Joshua Shaw, “Is Levinas’s Philosophy a Response to the Holocaust? The Journal of Jewish Thought 

and Philosophy, (18, 2010), 121-146. 

 
166 Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 93. 

 
167 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 83. 

 
168 Emmanuel Levinas, Entre Nous: Thinking-of-the-Other (London: Continuum, 2006), 96. 
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opposition to it.169 He even explains that, “the ‘temptation of theodicy,’…our perverse tendency 

to replace the practical task of opposing suffering with the theoretical surrogate of explaining it” 

is another form of indifference. Levinas demands to “purge this tendency not so as to purify us 

but to force us to respond to those calls to responsibility.” This is the only way that “we should 

hear whenever the other suffers.”170, 171 Thus, dismissing Holocaust texts, placing them in 

relegated categories without treating them ethically is a way to give the oppressor another 

victory.    

         Since Levinas calls all suffering “the impasse of life and being, their absurdity, where pain 

does not come, somehow innocently, ‘to colour’ consciousness with affectivity,” he anticipates 

the host to respond, saying “Here I am.” The host has the responsibility to break up the haunting 

and lonely ipseity of the widow, the orphan, and the stranger. This is the responsibility that the 

host must possess. For Levinas, the stranger’s personal woe demands the host infinitely; the 

host’s ethical responsibility demands him (the host) to act non-indifferently. The host exist in 

“sociality… ethical responsibility” and what matters is his response from the “otherwise than 

[his] being.” Thus all the questions concerning God, social theory and psychology bypasses the 

revelation of the other’s woe.  

       According to these principles the challenge in Holocaust witnessing, and specifically 

Holocaust literature, is not what parameters should be established in order for the work to be 

                                                 

169 See: Richard Bernstein, “Evil and the Temptation of Theodicy”, 253 and 262. 

 
170 Levinas, Entre Nous: Thinking-of-the-Other, 96. 

 
171 See also: Simon Critchley, and Robert Bernasconi. The Cambridge Companion to Levinas. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), 211. 
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considered appropriate Holocaust literature, but how to appropriate the kinds of questions that 

tease out the foundational principles within Holocaust works, keeping the reader connected to the 

one witnessing. Adorno, Trezise, Lang, and Langer have addressed the parameters of Holocaust 

literature, but they have not addressed these foundational principles in order for the reader to take 

on the responsibility of being more than just a hearer of these literary works. In other words, in 

reading Holocaust works like The Painted Bird how does the reader interpret the work in such a 

way as to accentuate “suffering and humiliation,” “the tormentor” and “tormented” in order to 

elevate the other’s “dignity”?172 

        Foundationally, then, when approaching Holocaust works the reader must minimally 

recognize the features of transcendence, uniqueness and responsibility or banality and 

irresponsibility in order to locate violent indifference, which is the primary evil present within 

Holocaust works.  James Hatley, recognizing the foundational objectives within Holocaust 

works, declares them to be about the prohibition of  

…Treating another will as if it were not free. The autonomy of the will utterly 

transcends the drive and inclinations of individuals or groups and allows human 

freedom a resistance against all attempts to control it from without or to use it 

against itself. This resistance announces itself in the feeling of moral 

obligation.173 

 

Again, in a Levinasian way, Hatley returns to the three foundational themes and rhetorical 

devices within Holocaust literature: freedom, transcendence, and responsibility with the use of 

                                                 

172 Eli Wiesel, The Nobel Peace Prize Acceptance Speech Delivered in Oslo on December 10, 1986 

reprinted in Night, 118. 
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dark irony. So, to treat Holocaust works as an inward focus, liken unto a modern novel, deals 

violently with the text and perpetuates the indifference the work seeks to dismantle. 

Holocaust Literature and Sacred Literature?174 

         Sidra Ezrahi in her book By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature rightly describes the 

hollowed space that Holocaust literature occupies, for Holocaust literature is broad, demanding a 

“sacred perspective” which requires the reader to engage the texts anticipating a responsibility 

for the victims. She alludes to several characteristics which demands Holocaust literature to be 

read as literature dealing with an event that is “historically sacred.”175 The language of the 

narrator, the voice of the innocent victims, the uniformity of the language and the narrator’s 

moral guidance are all consuming and calls the reader to reimagine “the ultimate impact…in the 

explicit resolution of the reconstructed events” from “a privileged perspective.”176 Ezrahi rightly 

concludes that Holocaust literature like other sacred works contains reflective poetry, ominous 

historical references, lamentations and more in order to preserve a kind of memory the evokes 

and requires a moral response.  

                                                 

174 I am using the word sacred to show the similarities that Jewish texts have with Holocaust literature: a 

high value for human life, the responsibility to the marginalized, to sanctify time and places, to be a witness to and 

for another, etc. I’m not saying that all texts biblical and non-biblical are the same. In Judaism sacred literature 

includes more than the Bible. It includes the aggadah, halakhah, and all the commentaries responding to the 

aforementioned. As chapter 3 will describe, Kosisnki knows the role of the storyteller as a Tzadik, or holy (kodesh) 

man.   

 
175 Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature. (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1980), 14 

 
176 Ibid., 24-25. 
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          The way Ezirahi understands Holocaust literature demands one to take an attitude which 

distinguishes documentary questions from ethical questions. Levinas, reflecting on the biblical 

text says, 

We are no longer acquainted with the difference that distinguishes the Book from 

documentation.  In the former there is an inspiration purified of all the vicissitudes 

and all the ‘experiences’ that had been its occasion, offering itself as Scripture 

whereby each soul is called to exegesis, which is both regulated by the rigorous 

reading of the text and by the unicity—unique in all eternity—of its own 

contribution, which is also its discovery, the soul’s share.177 

 

Like the biblical text, Holocaust literature remains “purified of all the vicissitudes and all the 

‘experiences’ that had been its occasion.” Sacred literature, like Holocaust literature, is “unique 

in all eternity” and demands the reader to take on the moral weight of responding in a way to 

“exegete” his own “soul.”178 The primary way to understand this point is to know the reference 

and allusions to the biblical texts.  

         Holocaust fiction, drama and poetry contain biblical and other sacred references that often 

go unnoticed because of the lack a familiarity with biblical images and themes. And these 

important allusions and themes contain a kind of connection, calling for an ethical response. The 

kind of response that Ezrahi notes. Even though there is a lack of familiarity with biblical images 

with the common reader179, these references and themes point to a radical sense of alterity, 

                                                 

177 Emmanuel Lévinas, New Talmudic Readings, (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1999), 75-

76. 

 
178 This is not an any way suggesting that Levinas read Holocaust literature as Sacred Literature; but 

reading Holocaust literature in light of Levinas’ call for each to exegete sacred literature should be expanded beyond 

what is known as Sacred literature.  

 
179 Ezrahi notes that Holocaust voice speaks in English with accents from their region (Poland, Germany, 

etc). This language however creates a problem for the American reader of Holocaust works: familiarity and 

hermeneutics. The American reader lacks a lacks the connection to the Hebrew Bible and other sacred Jewish texts 
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demanding ethical responsibility. Thus, to appropriate Holocaust literature, one must consider 

sacred literature as an appropriate juxtaposition. This juxtaposition offers insight as to how to 

treat Holocaust literature.180 Even though there were vast numbers of people murdered during the 

Nazi occupation in Poland and the surrounding countries—many of these being non-Jewish—

Jews took up the mantle of depicting the atrocities with biblical parallels and references.181  

          At the outset of the typical Holocaust work, the reader encounters a simple solution to a 

complex problem. In The Painted Bird a boy loses his parents, and even though people are 

plentiful, he cannot find a welcoming host.182 In The Hermit of 69th street, Norbert Kosky is a 

hermit locked in his home in a populated environment but no community is located. These 

ironies create dizzying images, and can be understood as one connects these stories to an 

assumed way of life, a life where environments lead to a community. There is nothing in 

Holocaust literature that argues for a way of life, but it assumes a kind of life where humanity 

pines for another, a protective other.  

          Like Holocaust literature, there is nothing in biblical or sacred literature that argues for a 

way of life; it assumes a way of life. Religious literature does not use formal a priori ethical 

stances, creating an ipseity, turning the self on itself, to totalize another, but illustrates a way of 

                                                 

or the sifrei kodesh. And if they do have familiarity, they lack the kind of Hermeneutics appropriate for these 

references to be understood.  

 
180 In no way am I saying: Holocaust literature is a new Bible or a kind of Bible, but it needs to be treated 

as literature that demands the reader to take ethical action.  

 
181 See: Shoah Resource Center on Yad Vashem “Literature On The Holocaust” 

http://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-%206409.pdf. 

 
182 See Kosinski’s The Painted Bird, Grynberg’s Children of Zion, or Weil, Jiří. Mendelssohn Is on the 

Roof.  
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life that demands one to respond ethically to and for another. In Holocaust literature, like 

religious literature, there is the general assumption that humanity longs for communion, 

protection and companionship and there remains a remnant of humanity in the world, no matter 

how evil the world has become. So, when Jacob, in Jacob the Liar, describes fallaciously that the 

outside world cares enough to send supplies he is making a two-fold commentary.183 First lonely, 

desperate people, no matter how lonely and desperate, want to believe there is a remnant of 

humanity left in the world, those who care and desire to commune, protect and forge a sense of 

companionship with another. Second, there are a host of unrighteous people, governed by fear 

and indifference, who do nothing to mitigate the pain of another. These people, even when they 

seem successful in their gratuitous acts of evil, are characterized as lacking the essential qualities 

of being human.   

         In sacred texts, like Holocaust literature, the reader should not applaud reciprocal 

relationships; this does not undergird the world, rather flattens it. The reader does not applaud a 

host’s open door but assumes it. There is no waiting for one to do for another; rather, 

…beyond all the reciprocal relations…I have always taken one step more toward 

him—which is possible only if this step is responsibility. In the responsibility 

which we have for one another, I have always one response more to give, I have 

to answer for his very responsibility.184 

 

The writer cannot anticipates the reader’s applause for this kind of responsibility. Thus, when 

Vladka Meed accentuates how “the gentile” community offered havens for the “persecuted 

Jews” because of some reciprocating gift, the reader should not see these individuals as the 

                                                 

183 Jurek Becker, Jacob the Liar. (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2012), 86 & 111.  
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righteous of the nations, but fulfilling what it means to be human.185 Rather the point of the text 

is: there was no place in this world where a person is embraced for being human. These 

precarious societies had no sense of transcendent responsibility; thus there was no transcendent 

obligation to support one in need. The reader should bear in mind his obligation to remain not 

detached as an indifferent bystander but an engaged agent who bears a kind of responsibility. 

Meed’s work, like many other works, encourages the reader to recognize a duty that surpasses 

any reciprocation.   

         Like sacred texts, Holocaust literature is to be read as to create empathy for another and not 

to replace another. Sacred literature like Holocaust literature demands a kind of transcendent 

proximity. The reader has the obligation to bear the weight of a transcendent value of humanity, 

suffering with another as a consummate substitute. In this way sacred literature, as well as 

Holocaust literature demands the reader to participate, taking on a moral, substitutionary role, 

being the hand, foot or voice for the victim.  

        In sacred literature186 as well as Holocaust literature righteous acts illustrate the value and 

meaning in life and the fundamental need for a host. At the end of Primo Levi’s Survival in 

                                                 

185 See: Feigele Miedzyrzecki. On Both Sides of the Wall: Memoirs from the Warsaw Ghetto. (New York: 

Holocaust Library, 1993) 218, 283. 

 
186 The reader cannot replace the character as to become him or her as to totalize the event, comprehending 

as to possess the suffering of the other but allowing the other to be utterly other in order not to replace the victim or 

totalize his situation. Joshua and Rahab are utterly different but their care for one another is the same (Joshua 2:15-

21). The reader cannot replace Abraham and his decision in relation to Lot or Lot in relation to the Sodomites. In 

stories like Lot’s offering his daughter to the unrighteous Sodomites, the writer does not accentuate a duty to 

emulate his actions, but to notice and locate the things that illustrate a world gone mad (Genesis 19:5f). This story 

does not communicate that Angels are more important that familial ties, and any interpretation that accentuates this 

misses the essential message within that given narrative. In this way the Bible does not create a generalized 

everyman, but individuals who are truly human and necessitate truly human acts, anticipating others who can walk 

alongside, bearing the weight as a substitute. Even the Apostle Paul reductionisticly, speaks of freedom and 
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Auschwitz when the four friends begin sharing amongst one another, Levi recognized that “part 

of our existence lies in the feeling of those near to us…We three were for the most part immune 

from it, and we owe each other mutual gratitude.”187  

        Unlike comedies, tragedies, and epics, there are no superhuman characters, but there are 

those who remain human after the atrocity of genocide. These are considered “the salt of the 

earth” and the “light of the world.” Holocaust literature does not accentuate the superhuman 

strength of one sacrificing for another, but the truly human act of service to and for one another. 

For example, Primo Levi leads his readers to consider man as a “pigmy” and “far from a thinking 

man”188 if he cannot act in a truly human way, offering his subsistence. Holocaust literature does 

not treat righteous acts as righteous in light of some historical distance or individuality, in light 

of one overcoming great odds. Righteous acts and individual wills are a foundational principle, 

‘givens’ because humanity demands it. Foundationally, religious literature has implications for 

the survival of the world despite the personal preference of one, thus one does not come to be 

elevated because of some heroic or grandiose superhuman act.  

           Sacred distance without sacrilegious replacement is the primary goal in reading Holocaust 

and sacred literature. Replacing Abraham, Moses, David or Jesus creates the same kind of 

dizzying affect that Raskolnikoff demonstrated when he tried to take on a hero’s geist in Crime 

                                                 

obedience to the biblical commands saying, “Bear one another’s burden and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 

6:1). 

 
187 Survival in Auschwitz, 172  
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and Punishment.189 It is not in replacing the character or recognizing what it means to be human 

in the midst of human suffering, but taking a role of divine responsibility for another. The reader 

or Holocaust critic must in some way live in the midst of the many nameless and faceless 

characters, taking on the pain of the other in an ethical way, that is, turning to and protecting 

victims of humiliation, sabotage, and murder where he/she encounters them. This is also the case 

with sacred literature.190 The reader has the obligation to represent the face of murdered victim, 

becoming truly human, wrestling with the images of a world gone mad.  

         Holocaust literature invites its readers to be the detour for those who chase after a god that 

abandons humanity. Fundamentally, one’s occupation, a certain way of life, and one’s way of 

communing through words give life meaning in a meaningful world; Holocaust and sacred 

literature accentuate this fact. Even though Holocaust literature uses language with ironic 

reduction, degrading man to the level of an insect, while sacred literature uses reverential tones 

elevating man to the level of the Divine, the message is the same. Sacred literature, concerning 

life and meaning, assumes a people’s right response to God and in this way man is elevated.  

           In Holocaust literature, nothing is assumed. A new world must be reimagined a new world 

freed to embrace community. Levi describes labor as a ridiculous enterprise in Survival in 

Auschwitz,191 the Bible illustrates the slave labor in Egypt just a ridiculous,192 Wiesel illustrates 

                                                 

189 Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment Dostoyevsky, (London: Penguin, 2003), 206f. 

 
190 Consider the book of Judges with a Levite priest vivisects a prostitute and sends her body parts to the 
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how words are only meaningful as one remains connected to another193; meaning does not exist 

without the freedom to commune.  

Questions for The Painted Bird 

        In both literary genres appropriate human connection can only occur where meaning exists; 

but where there is no meaning no humanity exists. In Kosinski’s The Painted Bird the reader is 

confronted with this theme, demanding his readers to wrestle with the lack of human to human 

connection while appropriating sacred proximity. Kosinski does not invite the reader to embody 

his victim but to recognize the debasement of ordinary peasants whose primary concern is to 

their own and for their own. And even this goes awry because there is no attention given to 

orphans, widows, and strangers. A world devoid of human connection results in a congregation 

throwing dung at an orphan, and priests giving a child over to his greater abusers. The orphan is 

not a representative of an everyman liken unto epic heroes or a transitive soul like in a modern 

novel; this boy, because he exists in Holocaust literature, functions as an angelic figure waiting 

for a welcoming host. He enters a community liken unto Sodom and, like the city of Sodom, this 

world does not rightly connect to widow, orphans or strangers. The orphan enters homes as an 

accepted guest given tasks and food, or a nuisance separated for abuse, abandoned by his 

indifferent host.194 And, like Sodom, an outside force ransacks this peasant community without 

concern for the deceased.195   

                                                 

193 This is illustrated in his first work Night to his later work Mad Desire to Dance.  
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         Even though there is very little by way of a human welcome in The Painted Bird, there are 

glimpses of humanity; this human to human interaction develops a greater sense of humanity 

within the work. These glimpses of humanity do not accentuate a hero196 in the midst of the 

rubble, but a truly human remnant of humanity. Kosinski avoids creating Gavrilla, Mitka, Ewka, 

Marta, or Olga to be heroes, for in Holocaust literature there are no heroes, but there are greater 

and lesser human beings. These characters welcome the orphan, and in their welcome there 

becomes at times a substitutionary relationship albeit at times precarious.  

          In Holocaust literature, like in sacred literature, no matter how debase the work, there still 

remains a remnant of humanity; in Holocaust literature, however, the wicked murder the 

righteous, unnamed victims, and it is the responsibility of those who bear witness to be the 

righteous remnant, the substitute, for the victimized. The reader is an important substitute so that 

there is not “yet another indignity suffered,” that is, so that these victims do not “die, as an 

animal might, without knowing the site of death,”197 or a grave stone without a name.198  The one 

witnessing, through writing, reading or appraising the work must attempt to offer a kind of 

                                                 

196 Many sensitive critics recognize Schindler’s List as missing the point of Holocaust representation, 

calling it the Americanization of the Holocaust.  (See Liel Leibovits (December 13, 2011) Tablet “Listless” 

(http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/85945/listless accessed on August 28, 2016). Kertész called this 

film “kitsch” saying. “I regard as kitsch any representation of the Holocaust that is incapable of understanding or 

unwilling to understand the organic connection between our own deformed mode of life (whether in the private 

sphere or on the level of ‘civilization’ as such) and the very possibility of the Holocaust” (Kertész, I. & MacKay, J. 

K. "Who Owns Auschwitz?" The Yale Journal of Criticism 14.1 (2001): 267-272). 

    
197 Aukje Kluge, and Benn E. Williams. Re-Examining the Holocaust through Literature. (Cambridge, 

2009), 20. 

 
198 Namelessness illustrates two important detail: the indifference to the righteous one and the indifference 

to debased acts. It might also allude to the feature of the necessity of speech when one does not have a voice (a 

person (voice) without a name (speech). Consider the many nameless victims within Holocaust literature, the 

“attractive girl” in This Way to the Gas Ladies and Gentlemen, the “unnamed orphan” in The Painted Bird, and the 

unnamed children in Michael Chabon’s work The Final Solution. 
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substitution for the purpose of another; he/she is not to look for a hero who absolves the reader 

from his responsibility in acting humanly.  

          In Holocaust literature, as in sacred literature, as characters remain connected to what is 

meaningful, standing alongside people, becoming a mouthpiece, offering a home, or sacrificial 

support, humanity develops.  The major difference between biblical and Holocaust literature has 

to do with how biblical literature assumes the values of human life, elevating humanity to god-

like status. In Holocaust literature, the world has gone mad, and because of this, it has lost all 

sense of meaning. As religious literature elevates God and the nation which God supports, life’s 

meaning increases. In Holocaust literature, however, as the writer accentuates the antagonist’s 

devaluation of human life, he (the writer) ironically spreads all things out to where every person 

and thing have the same ontological value199 and power becomes the highest goal.   

        Even though this difference is clear, both illustrate the fact that when and where meaning is 

not found in the world, people suffer under the weight of fear and and/or indifference. Like the 

Bible, when the people disobey God and fail to act righteously due to fear or indifference, the 

biblical narrative manifests murder and every despicable deed.200 Holocaust literature leads the 

                                                 

199 Lamed Shapiro’s work also carries similar themes of the host and stranger, as he imagines a world 

where the sacred and profane are treated without care. (See White Challa)  

  
200 Abraham did not follow God’s lead with his Sarah and became indifferent to Pharaoh and his kingdom. 

Moses did not follow God’s lead when God commanded him to speak to the rock for water to pour out; national 

suffering was the result. David did not follow the men out to battle, instead took Uriah’s wife to be his own and lead 

Uriah to an expedited death.  
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readers to notice this ethical indifference, a heartless reaction to one in need and how this 

heartless reaction turns humans into Muselmänner.201  

Conclusion  

        In the area of Holocaust witnessing—novels, memoirs, sermons, poems, and short stories 

(etc.)—authors pay particular attention to many general themes of abuse, intrigue, deception, and 

despair; but none of these is more important than the theme of indifference. Indifference remains 

the foundation for each of these aforementioned themes. In light of these themes and the 

relentless atrocities featured in Holocaust witnessing, ethical questions are the common 

denominator that elevates themes into appropriate questions. Questions like: if this is a man after 

he has been reduced to an unnamed instrument or an insect, what shall we say of him?202 Or 

questions like: if there is no ethical grounding or ways of communing with one another, does 

man cease to be uniquely human?203 Or, if man has been reduced to an animal or insect can he 

reemerge fully as a unique human being even after the physical atrocities have been 

minimized?204 Primo Levi, Yoram Kaniuk, Eli Wiesel, Tadeusz Borowski, Jerzy Kosinski, and 

                                                 

201 The Greek word ἄστοργος offers a clear depiction of the kind of indifference that Holocaust literature 

depicts. This word is used in the bible to indicate a loss of familial and ethical judgment, which will be addressed in 

the forgoing chapters.  

 
202 Primo Levi’s work Survival in Auschwitz describes the Nazi assault on humanity. Prior to the work 

being published in America the work’s title was much more descriptive, less ironic, demanding an ethical response. 

His title was If This is a Man (Se questo è un uomo). The irony lies in the fact that man needs language and ethics to 

be uniquely human; both are to be abandoned throughout the work. Even the German title offers this description as 

well: Ist das ein Mensch? Levi’s work, like many other works, seeks an answer to a question—the question: who is 

man not what is man. This question is ethical.  See Abraham Heschel’s work Who is Man (Stanford University 

Press, 1965)  

 
203 Works like This Way to the Gas Ladies and Gentleman, Badenheim 193, The Drowned and the Saved, 

The Painted Bird or Survival in Auschwitz. 

   
204 Works like Yoram Kaniuk Trans. Seymour Simckes, Adam Resurrected. (New York: Atheneum, 1971) 

and Art Spiegelman, Maus: A Survivor's Tale. New York: Pantheon Books, 1986. 
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many other Holocaust writers each asks ontological questions within their works; but their 

questions assume an ethical grounding, an ethical grounding that assumes responsibility. Dark 

satire, fictional realism, biblical allusions, and psychological dramas accentuate these ethical 

questions. Thus, reading Holocaust texts in light of what the protagonist survives and overcomes 

deals violently with Holocaust witnessing. In other words, even though the protagonist lives to 

tell his tale, how should the listeners hear his message? The one ethical question that each author 

considers ubiquitously is what ethical construct vilifies “a violence that denies the independence 

of beings.”205   

          Of the many themes that can be considered, one cannot be abandon: ethical indifference. 

This theme unites Holocaust witnessing. As Holocaust authors accentuate cowardice or naiveté, 

they illustrate why and how the events of the Holocaust happened. Each author describes how 

the atrocities of the Holocaust continued even after the genocidal facts become general 

knowledge. With the use of dark irony and satire, Wiesel and many others illustrate the gross 

indifference to the value of human life, and how this indifference affected the way children 

responded to their parents and how parents disregarded their children. Transcendence is also 

treated with gross indifference as people bypassed prophetic proclamations about fire and mass 

devastation.  Even Jiri Weil’s work Mendelssohn is on the Roof illustrates how characters run to 

and fro, frantically trying to find sculptures whose physiognomy does not meet national 

standards. These leaders abandon their responsibility to protect their community as they debate 

and fawn over each sculpture to find Jewishness in the embossed marble. This dark irony 

                                                 

205 Emmanuel Lévinas, Entre Nous: On Thinking-of-the-Other. (Columbia University Press, 1998), 9. 
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illustrates how in participating in national security, officials end up advocating and overlooking a 

group of thieves who murder and pillage the community and its intellectual culture.206 The 

indifference to human life and the cowardice of those who could have acted on behalf of another 

is the prevailing message that each of these stories embody. The ubiquitous message within 

Holocaust witnessing is how indifference affected political leaders, rural peasants, local 

administration, and the people who suffered within the ghettos.  

        Theological and or philosophical questions concerning extreme evil with the goal of 

comprehending the uniqueness of the Holocaust are helpful when cogitating theological or 

philosophical implications on the nature of evil itself; but dealing with Holocaust literature, using 

the aforementioned questions or framework (e.g. aesthetic limits), creates an inappropriate 

distance between the reader and the one bearing witness.207 The reader and the author telling the 

tale must forge a connection for contemporary application. Reflecting on Levinas’ philosophical 

project and his connection to the Holocaust, the reader “bears witness to an ethical relationship 

with alterity”208 and must respond in relation to the one witnessing. Since Levinas has been kept 

                                                 

206 Jiri Weil, Mendelssohn is on the Roof, 7-8 

 
207 In one of his Warsaw ghetto sermons Rabbi Kalonymus Shapira warned his people about the grave evil 

of indifference saying there shall be no rejoicing even when a life was sparred for rejoicing over one sparred 

illustrates gross indifference “to the multitudes of men, women and children who should have lived for many more 

years, and who are now filling graves, as if they descended into Sheol alive” (Nehemia Polen, The Holy Fire: The 

Teaching of Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto (John’s Hopkins University Press, 

1987),  272 

 
208 See: Seán Hand’s Introduction in The Levinas Reader. (New York, Blackwell, 1989), 8. 
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within the confines of philosophy and theology, his concerns have not been widely used to 

address literary representation of the Holocaust.209 

         Holocaust literature flatly rejects every kind of finality, monosyllabic tone, and levelling 

principles. Foundationally, Holocaust literature elevates the Other, without offering a story that 

elevates the individual who overcomes great odds to tell his tale. Holocaust literature is by nature 

ethical and requires one to read it as such. This kind of assignation is unique to Holocaust 

literature for each character; whether it be the narrator, the protagonist, or the ironic antihero, 

each takes part in hearing and responding, and this hearing and responding gives credence to 

what is reasonably human and ethical in juxtaposition to what is unreasonably indifferent and 

categorical. Thus, before treating the aesthetic value or limits of Holocaust witnessing, this one 

theme of indifference must become the overriding ethical theme to which Holocaust works 

address.  

  

                                                 

209 Works like David Patterson’s The Shriek of Silence: A Phenomenology of the Holocaust Novel, 

(Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2015), Thomas Trezise’s Witnessing Witnessing: On the Reception 

of Holocaust Survivor Testimony, (New York: Fordham Univ. Press, 2013), and Sarah Pinnock’s Facing Death: 

Confronting Mortality in the Holocaust and Ourselves. 2017) are transforming this trend, and I hope that my work, 

too, can offer a contribution.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

KOSINSKI, JUDAISM AS AN ETHICAL 

 

FOUNDATION 

 

  

         When addressing any given work three important questions take on extreme significance. 

First, what is the cultural backdrop of the one writing? Second, what are the overriding themes 

and references to which this body of work (genre) refers? Third, how is this work unique in light 

of its given genre? In other words, the author’s worldview, familiar themes and unique qualities 

within the genre are the foundational assumptions for the reader to critique and understand any 

given work.  

         Jerzy Kosinski’s works have been particularly challenging in answering the 

aforementioned questions. One particular problem is the fact that Kosinski wrote his primary 

work, The Painted Bird, in English to an English speaking audience which does not think in 

terms of communities like those in Eastern Europe. Thus, his text has been handled in a variety 

of erroneous ways. Some have even treated the work in light of American Pragmatism, 

comparing Tom Sawyer to the Orphan. This example illustrates the challenge of reading 

Holocaust works in a foreign environment.210 Many readers remain perplexed about his puzzling 

behavior, which causes the first to be challenging, if one seeks to highlight a religious or ethical 

outlook on his writing. Because of his own references, allusions and depictions, it has made the 

second mystifying.  

                                                 

210 See: Madison Davis, Novelist's Essential Guide to Creating Plot. (Cincinnati, Writer's Digest Books, 

2000), 145. 
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           Even though there has been a great deal of ink shed about Holocaust fiction, generally 

there has not been a wide critical separation from the modern Western novel, especially by 

American critics. This is especially true for Kosinski’s The Painted Bird. The structure of a 

modern Western novel considers the maturation of the main character toward a goal (goodness, 

escape, evil, transcendence, etc.).211  The main character anticipates a new reality, a way to cope 

with an injury or defect.212 The modern novel conveys the general mythos endemic within 

society.213 Reading works with this kind of Western hermeneutical framework demands, as 

Martha Nussbaum says, a distancing where “the experience of tragedy” becomes a shared 

experience “forming…a common responding group.”214 In the Western hermeneutical tradition, 

the reflection on a work is not to return but to move forward, to overcome, even if it distances 

the individual from the community. If the individual does not overcome, he gives into his vices. 

Using this framework to approach Holocaust fiction has created inappropriate derision, 

                                                 

211 See: Luise Cowan “Epic as Cosmopeosis” in The Epic Cosmos ed. By Larry Allums (Dallas Inst. Pub., 

1992), 1-26. 

 
212 See: George Bach and Gloria L. Cronin. Small Planets: Saul Bellow and the Art of Short Fiction (East 

Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2000). 

 
213 See: Northrop Frye, and Robert D. Denham. Northrop Frye on Literature and Society, 1936-1989: 

Unpublished Papers, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), especially “The Literary Meaning of Archetype” 

182-189. See also Gerald Bruns, Hermeneutics: Ancient and Modern (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1992), 

especially 179-194.    

 
214 Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy. 

(Cambridge: University Press, 2001), 47. Also, she explains that all experiences need to have an element of 

transformation for the benefit of the political society where the character is weaned from his mother and experiences 

a self-sufficiency which a moral act within society 158-9. 
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discussions and distancing which causes the moral implications within the work to be 

bypassed.215  

           In order to answer the above challenges and not falling into the trap of reading Holocaust 

works from the aforementioned vantage point, this chapter will address Kosinski’s worldview in 

light of his statements and biographical sketch. This chapter will further address how his works 

accentuate the general themes unique to Holocaust literature and will offer clarity concerning his 

references and parallels, which make his work particularly interesting.  This chapter will describe 

Judaism as an essential element within his work, especially with his choice of themes and 

characters. 

Biographical Sketch 

            Prior to Kosinski’s arrival in America he lived in Poland from 1933 to 1957. Within his 

primary years, the Nazis forced him from his home, family, and everything familiar to him. He 

had his name changed, his religious upbringing challenged, and his familial ties broken. Even 

though the Nazi occupation challenged his identity at every turn, he managed to cling to his 

burgeoning roots. In a 1985 interview with Terrance Sweeney, he discussed how the Nazi 

occupation and his reunification reconnected him to Judaism. When he reflected on his 

childhood, he remembered his father’s ardent religious desire and religious rites, poetry 

recitation, and moral commitments to God’s gift of life, which includes his responsibility for 

others. With them, he was separated from his parents and then reunited that he began his return 

to Judaism and his ethical foundation.  

                                                 

215 See: Alan Berger, and Gloria L. Cronin. Jewish American and Holocaust Literature: Representation in 

the Postmodern World. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004). 
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           When Sweeney asked questions about God and Kosinski’s spiritual commitments, he 

gave answers that reflected a form of Judaism which shows his familiarity with Jewish 

philosophy and Kabbalah. For example, when Sweeney directly asked about God and Kosinski’s 

connection to the Supreme Being in the world, he said,  

I had always assumed that any attempt at my contact with God would be not only 

presumptuous, but contradictory: since obviously, if I am his creation, then I 

experience God through the gift of life, and my obligation is to take care of the 

gift…I inherit the gift from him; [but] he remains beyond my comprehension.216  

 

He goes on to say, the miracle of life and  

The supreme mystery of being unites me with my fellow being; any speculation 

about the miracle and mystery of the Supreme Being tends to separate me from 

them. That is how I have looked at it as a boy, and, frankly, I still look at it that 

way.217 

 

Kosinski understands The Kabbalah as a work that demands a concrete responsibility one has for 

another. He understands Jewish spiritual texts as a demand for everyone to embrace a life 

connected to another without the ability to escape, having an infinite responsibility to another. 

Tzvi Freeman rightly calls the Kabbalah “Inspired action,” not the action on the way to a higher 

goal; rather “The act itself is your goal, to which a higher consciousness must lead you.”218 This 

is Kosinski’s way of looking at his connection to other people.  

          His encounter with this kind of teaching began at an early age but revisited after his 

journey to America. By the time he was twenty-two he had received two graduate degrees, in 

                                                 

216 Terrance Sweeney, God & (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985), 71. 

 
217 Ibid. 

 
218 Tzvi Freeman, “What is Kabbalah: The Soul of Judaism”, (Pub: http://www.chabad.org, Oct. 1, 2017), 

accessed January 20, 2017. 

  

http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1567567/jewish/Kabbalah.htm


 

87 

sociology and history respectively. After he received his professional training, he immigrated to 

America, receiving an additional degree from Columbia, and in 1965 he became a United States 

citizen.  

Jerzy Kosinski grew up in a Jewish home. He characterized his father as a Talmudic scholar who 

“translated the works of Abraham Joshua Heschel simply for the joy [of it].”219 Concerning his 

mother, he often connected her to high culture, being surrounded by books; he even describes her 

as a brilliant musician, taking a degree from a music conservatory.  He witnessed his father 

working on Jewish texts to the degree that later he dubbed his father a budding Jewish sage. 

           Even though he learned many nurturing, ethical and spiritual ideals from his mother and 

father while in Poland, he came to understand that the “key to survival was camouflage and the 

first step in this camouflage was to get rid of his Jewish identity.”220 In order for Kosinski to 

escape the clutches of the Nazi occupiers, a Catholic priest forged Kosinski’s baptismal record, 

changing his name from Jozel Lewinkopf to Jerzy Kosinski in order to mask his Jewish identity. 

However, in all his interviews and biographical sketches he does not refer to this situation with 

hope or provision but with despair and exposure. He did not adhere to the Christian faith as his 

alter boy status indicated; he learned there that even the Christian church was complicit with the 

German tyrant. 

         During the Nazi occupation from 1939 to 1941, he and his family took up residence with 

the local villagers. Even though he learned passively how to live in disguise with his name 

                                                 

219 Kosinski, Oral Pleasure, 24. 

 
220 Sloan, Jerzy Kosinski: A Biography, (New York: E. P. Dutton. 1996), 17. 
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change, he learned actively as he experienced one severing tie after another, being passed from 

one Polish home to another in these rural communities. After his troublesome situation during 

the Nazi occupation, he was hard-pressed to identify fully with his Judaism. These disguises 

caused him to distance himself from Judaism to the extent that even when he arrived in New 

York he found it especially challenging to identify fully with Judaism.221  

          After some time, however, he reminisced about what his father taught him, encouraging 

him to answer the three basic Talmudic questions about life: “Who am I? Where did I come 

from? and Where am I going?”. These Talmudic questions (from Mishna Avot 3:1) demand an 

answer, and, thus, he turned to Abraham Joshua Heschel, who would assist him in his 

rediscovery. Hence, he returned to his roots and “began to study the Judaic faith.”222 It is from 

these memories and to his new teacher that Jerzy Kosinski often turned when he considered what 

it means to be human and how his humanity demands an extreme responsibility.  

Foundation for Kosinski’s Jewish References 

          When Kosinski came to America he did not immediately articulate his Jewish heritage. He 

initially denied his Jewish ties to Wiesel and others. But when he finally identified himself with 

Judaism, he, like his father before him, claimed Abraham Joshua Heschel as his “spiritual 

father.”223  He said that his “spiritual teacher…[was]…Abraham Joshua Heschel,” and it is to his 

                                                 

221 Sloan explains in Kosinski, a Biography that Kosinski’s Judaism was something that he embraced later 

in life but only tangentially; however, throughout his work he shows how deeply acquainted he was with Heschel 

and how his stories made consistent references to Jewish, religious writing (See 410-420). 

 
222 Jerzy Kosinski, Passing by: Selected Essays, 1962-1991.(New York: Random House, 1992), 154. 

 
223 Kosinski, Passing by, 174.  
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teaching on what it means to be human that is ubiquitous within his works.224 Many of 

Kosinski’s references illustrate his understanding of Judaism. Against the backdrop of his 

fundamental identity, he often depicted characters who desire to address the three 

aforementioned questions (Who am I, where did I come from, and where am I going); however, 

his lonely characters struggle to answer these questions without a mediating agent, an 

interlocutor who welcomes him as a gift. It is in this way that he articulates what it means to be 

personally and uniquely authentic and how man forfeits his humanity when he becomes 

indifferent to the stranger, the widow or the orphan. For Kosinski, an authentic man is 

responsible, moment by moment, for his fellow man, elevating time and the other in order to 

become uniquely human.   

         Through his father and Abraham Joshua Heschel, he learned that “the reanimation of the 

Self, the human beings link to being human, proved decisive in offering, among others, to the 

Holocaust survivors, a life lived according to his notion of the quiet eminence of one’s being.”225 

For Kosinski “quiet eminence” is an essential quality of being Jewish; possessing this quiet 

eminence is a way to prevent what Kosinski calls “a second Holocaust.”226 For Kosinski the 

potential for a second Holocaust happens each time man forfeits his responsibility in failing to 

respond rightly to his fellow man, immediately in the “moment for which I am responsible.”227 

                                                 

224 Ibid.,  

 
225 Harold Kasimow, Byron Sherwin, and J. G. M. Willebrands. No Religion Is an Island Abraham Joshua 

Heschel and Interreligious Dialogue, (Wipf & Stock Pub, 2009), the forward xv. 

 
226 Kosinski, “Second Holocaust” Boston Globe, 1990. 

 
227 Oral Pleasure, 24. 
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Foundationally, Kosinski understands quiet eminence as the responsibility that one has for 

another. For Kosinski then, “being human” has everything to do with how “humanity links” itself 

to another human being; it is the essence of what it means to be human. This kind of humanity 

has everything to do with how man remains linked to and responsible for another.  

          Kosinski turns to Abraham Joshua Heschel’s book Who Is Man? to explain his personal 

identity and his unique, Jewish underpinnings. For Heschel, as well as for Kosinski, man is a 

“moral problem,” always indebted to another.228 He addresses this uniquely human problem, that 

is, what makes him exclusively depraved. Heschel argues that man embodies both a solution and 

a problem in being human.229 Needs are the way one links himself to another. For Kosinski and 

Heschel man must consider, 

how shall he live the life that I am? My life is the task and the problem in the 

challenge. The moral deed is important not only because the community… needs 

it. It is important because without it there is no grasp of what is human about my 

being human.”230  

 

Living through the precarious Polish communities and as an émigré in America, he points out 

what leads to life and death, destruction, and inauthenticity in his works. He reflected on the 

destructive impulses of an occupied Poland in The Painted Bird and on the destructive 

inauthenticity of America in Being There. It is through these texts that he articulates the idea that 

“life is the task, the problem and the challenge.”231 In both of these works, he directs his reader’s 

                                                 

228 Abraham Joshua Heschel, Who Is Man? (Stanford University Press, 1966), 11, 24-28, and 36. 

 
229 Ibid., 11. 

 
230 Ibid., 36. 

 
231 Ibid. 
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attention to estranged figures as the remnant of humanity. These estranged characters offer a 

unique quality of being human, one who lives as an angelic figure during an important moment 

for a closed community. In The Painted Bird, it was the closed community of the superstitious 

peasants and the collective Russians that necessitated a helpless orphan. In Being There the 

closed environment of the politically savvy needed a figure like Chance or the Orphan in The 

Painted Bird to break up the personally debased characters closed to their indifference.  

           Kosinski’s works feature men, women, orphans, and strangers locked from one another as 

they fail to understand their life as “the problem in the challenge.” Ironically, the only helpers in 

Kosinski’s world are strangers who are left to other strangers, or widows left to their own 

interiority. This should not be the case for hosts exist for the benefit of the stranger. In 

Kosinski’s Painted Bird or Pinball, “there is no grasp of what is human about my being 

human”232 because rarely is there a suitable helper who takes on his unique challenge to become 

authentically human. As man remains connected, linking himself to another, acting as a 

substitute, encouraging the freedom of an “other,” he becomes a solution, overcoming his moral 

problem. However, if he fails in his responsibility, he forfeits his link to humanity and truncates 

his connection to the Divine. Each of Heschel’s writings encourages man to remain uniquely 

connected; however, Kosinski’s novels, for the most part, illustrate the result of man’s losing this 

connection to humanity.  

          Kosinski’s works feature disenfranchised characters, people who need another. These 

characters always locate those who have the tools and abilities to serve, but Kosinski 

                                                 

232 Ibid. 
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characterizes them as having a heart of stone. These stony-hearted figures have the ability to 

meet the other’s needs, but instead of serving them they take advantage of them (the needy). As 

they continue to take advantage of needy ones, they deny a heart of flesh and cling more tightly 

to their hearts of stone. Many of his characters almost show their unique humanity, responding 

with care, but the stony-hearted characters will not give up their hearts of stone in exchange for a 

heart of flesh. Kosinski’s impervious characters illustrate two things: they have not fulfilled their 

responsibility for another, and they need a helpless character to bring them back, linking them 

back to humanity. His disenfranchised characters exist as that link back to humanity. The 

helpless stranger, the orphans, and the widows accentuate man’s responsibility. Most fail to take 

on this responsibility, to respond to these messianic angels in their midst; as a result, they are left 

with their hearts of stone.  

           In Kosinski’s interviews and short, critical reflections, he embodies Heschel-like rhetoric; 

that is, man becoming uniquely human, taking on the kind of responsibility that develops his 

authenticity. In his novels he illustrates the damning effects of Auschwitz where “nothing counts 

anymore,”233 where meaning has become meaningless and all things have been flattened. It is 

this kind of meaninglessness that he addresses in his novels. He is not testing the boundaries of 

the grotesque as a writer, he is illustrating the reality of “the historical blood bath” where 

transcendence became meaningless, and with it man’s intellectual achievements, sexual 

                                                 

233 Passing By, 158. 
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encounters and physical concerns are false notions of achievement and the greatest obstructions 

in becoming a responsible human.234   

           Heschel and Kosinski explain man’s problem without binary formulas of right and wrong. 

The only way to mitigate a moral problem is through human to human contact, offering oneself 

to another.235  His relation to his fellow man accentuates the unique responsibility, especially to a 

neighbor, enemy, orphan, or stranger. In several of Kosinski’s novels, the protagonist oscillates 

between his animalistic instincts and human responsibility. Kosinski illustrates the challenge that 

we have in meeting the demand of what it means to be human. As characters become uniquely 

responsible through substitution or in receiving the other as a gift, the host allows the other to be 

opened for another. In The Painted Bird, Garbos’ priest treats him with a semblance of humanity, 

but the parishioners cannot, which truncated his humanity. This is the temptation; fulfill ones 

obligation as a human or become animal-like. When the parishioners forced the boy from the 

village, rejecting the priest’s protection, they further debarred the maturation of this stranger to 

their own peril.236 Another example is Gavrila and Mitka. They took the orphan and treated him 

humanly which became a reprieve within the novel.237 These episodes are brief, but they are 

present. What is more often featured are base qualities; for Kosinski illustrates the depravity of 

man as he remains isolated from another, as he absconds from a unique responsibility. Kosinski’s 

                                                 

234 See: “Jewish Presence” in Passing By, 161. 

 
235 Chance in Being There pines for the other in uniqueness, elevating the mundane to find a sense of 

meaning. This is what Heschel was after in Who Is Man, 76. See also, Joseph Harp Britton, Abraham Heschel and 

the Phenomenon of Piety (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), 203. 

 
236 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 125-6. 
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antagonists often isolate the protagonist, surrounding him with a dangerous kind of ipseity, 

barring him from reengagement to what is truly human.  

           For the most part, Kosinski describes a world where transcendence has been abandoned, 

where man is a flat creature descending to the earth. But the condition for this worldview has 

everything to do with man’s absconding from his responsibility for another and not a new way to 

proceed on the earth. Kosinski does not describe a fixed world, a Darwinian universe flattened to 

survive or elevated to destroy. Rather, he illustrates a world that has gone its own way, leaving 

humanity without a suitable helper.238 This irony articulates what we have lost and what we have 

inherited. Because of our irresponsibility, we have lost our humanity and gained a totalizing self, 

lost a suitable host and gained a power, blinding us from the messianic hope in the face of the 

stranger.   

          Kosinski’s novels fundamentally show the result of characters who remain locked away 

from the other. Kosinski illustrates the irresponsibility of man and how man has become trapped 

in his own depravity, failing to use the key of responsibility to unlock a totalizing ipesity.  For 

Kosinski life itself “is the task, the problem and the challenge;”239 and when this challenge is not 

met, man forfeits his unique human quality.  

           Kosinski articulates our responsibility to our fellow man in a 1982 interview with Berry 

Gray. There he explained that man “rejoices” as he remains responsible for an-other. For 

                                                 

238 The biblical story about Saul in I Samuel and the Story of the first 7 Judges of Israel. Moreover, II 

Samuel offers this depiction as well with David going his own way and killing Uriah.   

 
239 Heschel, Who Is Man?, 36 . 
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Kosinski, we bears the weight of responsibility in a “moment by moment” 240 to which Kosinski 

is “responsible.”241 To his interviewer, Berry Gray, he said,  

…Right now with you…this is my moment, a moment for which I am 

responsible. I am not going to compare this moment to other moments, because 

that is artificial…So what I have right now is myself and you. This is our 

moment. This is our life.242  

 

Two important issues can be mined from this interview: the connection between responsibility 

and time and Kosinski’s demand to be non-indifferent, remaining in the presence of another, 

obliged to this other in time, treating “this moment” as a sanctifying, spiritual act. This 

explanation of time and responsibility takes on significance in each novel, for each novel 

features anachronistic vignettes, spreading out episodes moment separated from another moment 

allowing characters to act responsibly. When they do so a fostering remnant of humanity 

develops; when they do not, their depravity becomes more and more evident.243 

          This concrete understanding of time and responsibility is foundationally the kind of 

Judaism to which Kosinski adheres. Heschel explains that Judaism is a religion of time, 

concretized moments where events and places are sanctified.244 This kind of responsibility 
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infuses things with meaning as man pays particular attention to them, elevating them to divine 

status. Even though Kosinski seems to harken back to Heschel for some of his language of 

concrete responsibility, he seems to move beyond Heschel and some of his concrete yet 

metaphysical constructs. In short, for Heschel, God’s eternality and infinite otherness creates an 

eternal command and a concrete pursuit of the other. For Kosinski, God’s gift of life demand one 

to act as God did, giving the gift of life to another with a hospitable embrace. In a 1985 

interview, Terrence Sweeny explains that when Kosinski was asked about God and his 

relationship to Judaism, he said,  

…My contact with God would be not only presumptuous, but actually 

contradictory; since, obviously, if I am his creation, then I experience God 

through the gift of life, and my obligation is to take care of that gift. [This gift is] 

meeting the creator through the act of my existence, the sanctifying act of meeting 

the other responsibly.245 

 

For Kosinski, God’s illuminating presence is concretized in the presence of an-other. It is in this 

illuminating presence that the presence of the stranger is located. Kosinski distances himself 

from Heschel and his metaphysical universe and is more akin to Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas 

concretizes time and ‘the other’ as humans become morally obligated to the other. Levinas 

connects God, infinity, and time to the overflowing of the self and the other, just as Kosinski 

does. Levinas explains in Totality and Infinity  

A being receiving the idea of Infinity, receiving since it cannot derive it from 

itself, is a being taught in a non-maieutic fashion, a being whose very existing 

consists in this incessant reception of teaching, in this incessant overflowing of 

self (which is time).246 
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Moreover, Levinas says, “time is not the achievement of an isolated and lone subject, but that it 

is the very relationship of the subject with the Other.”247 For Levinas and Kosinski the “non-

maieutic” is an experience that breaks up the cogito by the very presence of another; not in the 

interior of the non-maieutic but the exteriority of the other. The vulnerable other needs a host, a 

suitable helper.248 This stranger/host relationship offers each a gift of life. Kosinski’s world 

provides orphans, widows and strangers to his closed community, but the community more often 

than not fails to notice them as messianic. These helpless others are provided as the presence of 

God, who provides the light necessary to break up the totality of being, if they have a heart to 

treat the stranger as a gift.  

         Very few characters recognize the child’s angelic features in The Painted Bird; for he is 

either used for the community’s benefit or abused for the society’s entertainment. The 

community and the stranger are the character types which represent two sides of an 

indecipherable barrier that each must cross. The host must take on the responsibility for the 

stranger. For example, the crowd, not a community, rejects and alienates foreigners like Lekh249, 

Stupid Ludmila, and Garbos. They in turn struggle to find a sense of identity but they show 

glimpses of hospitality.  These strangers welcome the orphan precariously because they do know 

                                                 

247 Levinas, Time and the Other, 39. 

 
248 There is no clear evidence that Kosinski has knowledge of Levinas but both feature similar themes from 

similar sources.   

 
249 This name has the connotation of one that will go for another. The Hebrew phrase ְְךל ְֶךל contains at least 

three important connotations: (1) one who is seeking the good of another, (2) one who substitutes for another (even 

through estrangement) and (3) the infinite duty one has for another. This connotation comes from the Abraham story 

in the book of Genesis 12-17 where God changes Abram’s name and commands him to ְֶךל for the name of God and 

for the benefit of the nations. The phrase connotes a responsibility as one becomes a substitutional spokesmen for 

another.  
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how to offer the appropriate protection necessary for the boy to return a kind of hospitality for 

another. 

        If understood in a Leviansian way, these estranged characters are paralyzed victims; they 

are not defined nor can they find solidarity when locked away in their own interiority. When 

characters pine for their place within Kosinski’s universe, they fail to find it without the gift of 

the other, without the gift of being responsible for the other. For Levinas “To be is to-be-in-

question; to-be-in-question is to-be.”250 The witness, the one living, the responsible host, draws 

near to his neighbor…in the form of a responsibility that the approach of proximity moves or 

agitates.”251 The living host is not to live on the basis of its own being, which equals its own 

nothingness,”252 for in this, is the very ipseity of being.  To escape this kind paralyzing ipseity, 

which is a kind of anxiety, the witness has to take on a kind of responsibility that brings a sense 

of solidarity for another.  

        As the stranger comes near, “in the present,”253, he places the host in question and the host 

finds his identity in taking on the responsibility for his stranger. Levinas says, “The fact of being 

irreplaceable being responsible for the other defines me, as me and as a unique me. That is an 

awakening in which awakening is not complacent in its state of awakening, and does not fall 

asleep standing up.”254 The boy calls Stupid Ludmila and Garbos into question, even though at 
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one time a victim, and they realize their responsibility and irreplaceability but remain locked 

from the stranger and thereby a community cannot be forged. The pain Garbos’ felt in losing his 

son turned from grief to misguided responsibility and abuse.255 All the while, Garbos desired for 

the boy to no longer exist even condemning his dog for not putting an end to the stranger’s life. 

The stranger’s mere existence continued to put Garbos, the host in question and Garbos’ 

misguided responsibility and abuse continued.256  

         This kind of storytelling and character development demands a kind of reflection which 

characterizes the author as a kind of moral guide functioning as a sage-like character. Kosinski, 

in his interviews and publications, references the Talmud as the authoritative source that requires 

humanity to be seen as unique among all creatures on the earth; with this uniqueness257, he is 

responsible to preserve life through moral acts.258 Kosinski understands that his highest moral act 

is taking the responsibility to be a story-teller. Thus, to understand his work as sadistic and 

gratuitously evil bypasses his comments and sources.259 The orphans and strangers anticipate a 

host who acts responsibly and when they are not found condemnation ensues. 

Kosinski and His Ethical Responsibility in Story-telling 

       Kosinski desired for others to see him as a storyteller who “always worshipped life”, one 

that “was not bent on death.”260 The kind of life to which he is referring is a life deeply 
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connected to his father’s “Talmudic” teachings.261 For Kosinski, these teachings lead him to 

believe that life is a “supreme mystery” and this mystery  

…Unites me with my fellow beings; any speculation about the miracle and 

mystery of the Supreme Being tends to separated me from them. That is how I 

have looked at it [the way he communes with God as others] as a boy, and, 

frankly, I still look at it that way. 262 

 

Kosinski references life as a mysterious gift giving when life is concretized in the face of the 

other, an encounter with his “fellow beings.” Life for Kosinski is gift giving, allowing the other 

to recognize the stranger as a gift, an angelic-like character who the host must find the 

wherewithal to entertain with infinite responsibility. For Kosinski, to speak transcendently is to 

speak horizontally in the face to face engagement with another, treating him in a dimension of 

height. Here, echoes of Levinas are apparent. In Totality and Infinity Levinas says,  

The Other who welcomes in intimacy is not the you [vous] of the face that reveals 

itself in a dimension of height, but precisely the thou [tu] of familiarity: a 

language without teaching, a silent language, an understanding without words, an 

expression in secret.  

 

In The Painted Bird, the boy was a homo alalus (speechless human) and needed the other to 

embrace him “in a dimension of height” in a language without teaching, a silent language, an 

understanding without words, an expression in secret.” 

       Even prayer itself pronounces life as a gift which man is to share with another, “rejoicing for 

being alive” because of the responsibility one shares with another.263  For Kosinski, other people 
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are his connection to the “Supreme Being”, but if that ‘other’ is barred from an-other, life is 

devoid of meaning which results in inauthenticity, solitude, seclusion and gross indecencies. It is 

these indecencies that he highlights.   

          Kosinski’s novels accentuate a world absent of meaning, as the antagonist bars the 

protagonist from the joy in the presence of another. The other, the stranger is sent to break up the 

totality of the host, if the host takes on his infinite responsibility. And when he does this, the 

tension of responsibility becomes even greater. In other words his work is never done, and 

according to Levinas, “The debt increases in the measure that it is paid.”264 Thus as characters 

fail to take on this responsibility, the world becomes more and more fragmented. In Kosinski’s 

moral universe he points to the hither side of this absence, which is responsibility, friendship, 

liberation and a civilized community. In Levinas the demand on the self is only liberated as he 

finds himself connected to the other.  

           It is not in one using the other as an instrument but having an infinite connection, taking 

responsibility for another. Kosinski seems to reject any kind of instrumentation of the other in 

several of his works. For example, not just in The Painted Bird, but in his 1975 publication of 

Cockpit, he announces that his protagonist “is no one’s instrument.”265 Using dark irony, 

Kosinski condemns the idea of humans being treated mechanistically. Thus, the interpreter who 

opines to locate a Sartrean “oblique interdependence”266 where characters steal back their 
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humanity from unwelcoming hosts, the hell of others, central control, and the need for re-

possession are searching in vain. He anticipates an ethic within this unethical world with the use 

of his angelic figure, allowing readers to locate the remnant of humanity in the world. He desires 

readers to understand his strangers, unwittingly bent on their own destruction, in search for 

responsible hosts.    

          The demand for the reader to locate the innate social conflict between the community and 

the stranger is a question, not an answer. Kosinski condemns antagonistic alienation through the 

use of his un-mitigating, alienated characters. This interpretation offers an explanation as to why 

the boy in The Painted Bird and the boy in Being There are not understood but treated with 

morally reprehensible acts.267 Like the storyteller himself, these characters have the opportunity 

to infuse meaning to life, the kind of meaning that brings salvation to each individual. Moreover 

this interpretation will center on many of the features missed in characters such as Elizabeth Eve 

and Chance, which is not Kosinski’s accentuating a Heideggerian understanding of “Being”; for 

each character necessitates salvation in the interaction with another.268   

          Moreover, the setting of The Painted Bird foreshadowed the orphan’s needs, the figure 

who is to break from a ravaging superstition and tyrannical ipseity that pillaged the environment. 

Kosinski said of the Polish environment during the occupation, there existed “a very real state of 

oppression. Superstitions are real; blind fear is real. And the Second World War was certainly 

                                                 

267 Because Elizabeth Eve remains in a precarious environment where everyone uses each other as “a 

vessel…to take hold of, pierce, and pollute…merely an aspect of somebody’s love-making”, she cannot apply 

Chance’s peril responses. She believes that Chance desires her to masturbate and be watched pornographically. He 

remains locked in the totality of his being and she in hers (Being There, 74).   

 
268 See the counter example in Heidegger’s Being and Time, 125 (Harper Perennial Modern Thought, July 

22, 2008). 
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about blind fear.”269 Kosinski’s orphan demands the hosts to act responsibly. For Kosinski, the 

hosts truncate a kind of humanity that is able to live uniquely, responsibly, even moment by 

moment as an agent of transformation when they respond rightly to their strangers. The stranger 

in the midst of this totalizing community exists so that the host can regain a remnant of 

humanity. In The Painted Bird, the orphan was such a stranger. In many ways this work 

condemns every environment that prevents a stranger and condemns every potential host who 

does not seize their “moment,…our life.”270  

           For Kosinski, his Jewish underpinnings are a way to understand how man’s relationship to 

the world, which is not through “blind fear” but through mediation, an answer grounded and 

located in the Jewish sacred texts, which, according to Kosinski, are undeniably universal.271  He 

said “One’s own relationship with the world [is] mediated through language. Language allows a 

pause, allows a reflection. Maybe that is why it is a Jewish condition that somehow one does not 

go into the world directly; one meets it through the book.”272 In both The Painted Bird and Being 

There language, loneliness, and estranged characters show a desperate need for interlocutors to 

be mediating agents, guiding him back to a habitable universe.   

          The language of mediation and coming into the world through a book describes the Jewish 

experience in terms of corporate solidarity, where man is in need of an interlocutor to locate his 
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existence. Within the “Jewish condition” ontological awareness is not enough; language is 

necessary, which implies an interlocutor.  For Kosinski, all language, whether it be fiction or 

documentary, represents a language of witnessing and substituting, a way “to face the world and 

explore the unknown.”273 Kosinski also connects the dual nature of language and being in a 

publication dealing with philosophy, society, culture, and education. He discusses the nature of 

identity and what it means to exist. He said, “Being divided, being in exile and yet not an exile, 

being oneself and yet one’s Self with a capital S, could be best illustrated the way novelists 

illustrate these things with an active self-revelation.”274  Kosinski, especially in Being There, The 

Hermit of 69th Street, Cockpit and The Painted Bird, characters are isolated from one another, 

pining for a communal connection. This is a concrete reality and not a metaphysical or abstract 

concept. In each of these works, language mediates the connection between the one and the 

other. A character who does not have the ability to speak or interact in a communal way remains 

in “exile, being oneself and yet one’s Self with a capital S.”275 He is left alone, being his own 

isolated being, without a suitable helper or host to break up the totality of his being.  

         Assuming a fundamental responsible, moral grounding where man finds authenticity, being 

uniquely human for another, each of Kosinski’s characters demands an interlocutor to locate his 

existence. When this is not located, obsession, abuse, and sordid images and acts prevail. In The 

Painted Bird each of the villagers is isolated and located in a fixed place without the hope of 
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interacting in a way that exposes one for the other. Marta is locked within herself, Garbos is 

locked away from all the other villagers, children are free to pillage the countryside, and adults 

are separated from the children. Even the priests do not communally interact with their 

parishioners. Through each self-enclosed episode, Kosinski crafts a narrative to describe how 

indifferent communities lead to a ravished community. Kosinski describes how the orphan must 

find a way to escape a kind of selfish ipseity in order for his humanity to develop, and for a 

fragmented society to become a community as they offer a space for strangers, orphans and 

widows.  

          In one of the first episodes, Olga the Wise encounters the boy, inspecting him as one 

inspects an animal; however, she moves beyond animal-like inspection to maternal-like concern. 

Concerning the boy, Kosinski describes how Olga “scrutinized my eyes and teeth, felt my bones, 

and ordered me to urinate in a small jar. She examined my urine.”276 This examination, albeit not 

an appropriate greeting, initiated a connection, allowing for a budding humanity to form, for the 

child and for Olga. Olga did not treat the boy as an animal after she gave him a task; she made 

him responsible for what she believed was his contribution to this society.277 She taught him how 

to be responsible and survive in the midst of a precarious people. Even though the community 

                                                 

276 Painted Bird, 15. 

 
277 Even though Olga does not treat the boy with the goodness one might attribute him—“She called me the 

Black One. From her I learned for the first time that I was possessed by an evil spirit, which crouched in me like a 

mole in a deep burrow, and of whose presence I was unaware. Such a darkling as I, possessed of this evil spirit, 

could be recognized by his bewitched black eyes which did not blink when they gazed at bright clear eyes. Hence, 

Olga declared, I could stare at other people and unknowingly cast a spell over them (PB, 18)—she does give him 

room to act for the benefit of the community. For example, “When we saw a moaning woman clutching her 

abdomen, Olga ordered me to massage the woman’s warm moist belly and to stare at it without pausing, while she 

muttered some words and made various signs in the air over our heads” (16). 
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was dangerous, she demanded that he offer care for the community, the kind of care parallel to 

his disposition. Kosinski explains how Olga took the boy “Early in the morning…to visit the 

village huts” to cure almost every disease.278  

         At the outset of this episode, the orphan could not comprehend the peasant’s gestures or 

language; as a result fear and blindness remains and each seek the other for a communal 

embrace. The stranger seeks protection, and the host treats the stranger as an ultimate other, a 

pariah of sorts. In the end, however, the orphan finds a way to commune with Olga, and she finds 

a way to disciple him in the skills necessary “for survival without human help.”279 Because of 

her protection and tutelage, he “had nothing to fear…[for]…Some unknown force, either from 

above or within myself, was leading me unerringly back to old Olga.”280  

         Kosinski explains how the boy survives and also what truncates his growth: “survival 

without human help.” Thus, Kosinski illustrates two important issues with Olga and the Orphan. 

The first is positive and the second negative. First, Olga offers the boy protection and the ability 

to help those in need. However, Olga embodies the necessity of keeping distant from “human 

help.” This kind of episode shows up throughout the book in order to alerts the reader of a 

truncated humanity, a humanity that necessitates human help.  Even when the boy turns to the 

“Evil Ones” as his only alternative, he demonstrates the need for any host’s protection. Within 

this episode Kosinski illustrates the orphan’s separation from all legitimate connections and 

                                                 

278 Kosinski, Painted Bird, 16. 

 
279 Ibid., 26. 

 
280 Ibid., 31. 



 

107 

abusive people thus any one can become a viable host. Concerning this episode, the orphan says 

of “The Evil Ones”:  

[They]…interested in me at last. To train me in hatred they had first separated me 

from my parents, then taken away Marta and Olga, delivered me into the hands of 

the carpenter robbed me of my speech, then given Ewka to the he-goat. Now they 

dragged me through a frozen wilderness, threw snow in my face, churned my 

thoughts into confusion.281 

 

Kosinski has the boy reminisce about his time with Marta, Olga and other legitimate connections 

to show what necessitates a responsible humanity.   

         As he gave himself to the “Evil Ones,” Kosinski separates the boy from all types of 

relationships, especially the ones that embody the idea of a responsible humanity. Kosinski 

illustrates that without a genuine human to human connection, the orphan’s life would not be 

beneficial to those around him. Kosinski offers the readers Olga, Marta, and Ewka as characters 

who can potentially offer the boy appropriate connection in contrast to the “Evil Ones” who 

remain locked away from an appropriate touch. The evil ones are those isolated from the 

community and human connection.282 Kosinski does not illustrate the “Evil Ones” as a positive 

choice between two situations, but a necessary choice for the orphan’s survival. Survival, 

however, is not the answer but a face to face interaction that offers meaning within a dimension 

of height. Levinas explains this need as “…the center of gravitation of a being outside of that 

being.” The stranger pines for a protective host, and in the “surpassing of phenomenal or inward 

existence does not consist in receiving the recognition of the Other, but in offering him one’s 
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being.” The stranger, the orphan, reverses his responsibility and gives himself to the evil ones 

because he necessitated a kind of survival. Levinas explains, “To be in oneself is to express 

oneself, that is, already to serve the Other.”283 

         Kosinski illustrates two issues within each of these episodes: the stranger needs protection 

from a host, and the host must take responsibility for the stranger. Olga, the wise, receives the 

boy, hesitantly keeping her distance, remaining locked away from a connection to him. They 

initially struggle to understand each other. As they accept each others’ disposition, they engage 

their community with gifts that each believe the other possesses. As estranged victim within the 

community, Olga, like the boy, needs the other for an appropriate humanity to develop. The boy 

accepts Olga and all of her gross idiosyncrasies which gives the boy the opportunity to develop 

into a responsible human. Kosinski explains the fragility of this relationship as the mob 

obliterates this connection, which truncates a responsible human existence.284 The orphan risks 

everything and begins to gain the necessary elements for human growth, but his hosts risks very 

little and remains isolated from the community and a truly human existence. The mob resists the 

stranger’s breaking up a system of inhuman acts, treating the stranger as a pariah to humanity. 

Levinas rightly notes, “It is not I who resist the system…it is the other.”285 For Levinas the “I” is 

the enclosed ego, closed to a true sense of what it means to be a responsible human. Locating the 

other, risking all for the other, allows a true humanity to be realized. 
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Biblical References and Hospitality: Foundation for Reading The Painted Bird 

       Stories featuring the theme of communal hospitality are universal within every society. For 

example, Homer’s Odyssey explains the necessity of communal hospitality and the perils of a 

community when a community violates this important feature. The Bible too offers similar 

themes as Homer’s work. One important feature within the Bible, which is different from 

Homer’s Odyssey, is a sustained narrative featuring the negative aspects of a world which rejects 

communal hospitality.  It is to these (biblical) kinds of stories that the reader must turn to assess 

The Painted Bird rightly. 

         In The Painted Bird, the world has been turned up-side-down, justice has become injustice 

and humanity has become animalistic. But not all of humanity. The innocence of a child remains 

a remnant of humanity. This child is a stranger, an angelic figure for this community to begin 

anew; but the community must accept this stranger rightly. Tribulation force is the outcome if 

communal hospitality is not supported, not just divine retribution, but a truncated humanity, a 

humanity that harkens only to survival and animalistic instincts.  

          Even though it is the case that injustice prevails and anti-communal features reign in The 

Painted Bird, Kosinski uses the innocence of a child as the remnant of society but it takes a 

suitable host to abolish the kind of injustice that prevails in Kosinski’s rural landscape. To detect 

this anti-community Kosinski allows the reader to think deeply about how these communities 

treat the widow, orphan and stranger. Kosinski says “The Painted Bird was about the Second 

World War, childhood, the state of war, a state of threat, the absence of innocence…”286 In a 
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very general way, this is an important description of The Painted Bird, but Kosinski offers a 

better description when he characterized his fiction as “a sermon.”287  Concerning the sourcing of 

this “sermon” he said “There are no better works than the Bible and the Koran.”288 He even goes 

on to say that some have treated his works rightly when they sought to assess “Kosinski’s Moral 

Universe.” 289 Kosinski also notes that within The Painted Bird there is a perspective that does 

not accentuate “the immoral or amoral.” He praises a reading that accentuates “the relationship 

of the individual to the larger complex [community]...”290, 291 

          Kosinski’s The Painted Bird offers three important features: the stranger, the host, and 

how the human needs another human for a fostering, responsible existence. In order for the boy 

to gain a sense of freedom, responsibility, and solidarity, he needs a host. Not only these 

aforementioned features, but there is also Kosinski’s veiled reference to the prophet Jeremiah 

and his painted bird. The prophet Jeremiah alludes to birds fleeing the uninhabitable land liken 

unto the orphan in The Painted Bird. In Jeremiah 4-5, he describes a land once full of life, but 

now is “desolate” because the people failed to offer the kind of care for the other, the kind of 

care for a responsible humanity, especially to the poor, weak and desperate. The prophet 
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pronounces a “woe” on these hosts and demands them to “wash” their “hearts from evil, that you 

may be saved.”292 In both of these passages the Bible does not release the tension with images of 

hope, similar to Kosinski’s work. The reader knows there is a responsibility that has been 

bypassed, namely the necessity of serving the dis-enfranchised. Jeremiah’s community 

undergoes divine condemnation.  

        Kosinski uses this kind of parallel image in many of his other books as well, specifically 

The Hermit of 69th Street and Steps. In The Hermit of 69th Street and Steps his desperate 

characters lack intimate connection because an appropriate interlocutor is just out-of-reach. For 

both of these works, connection is temporary, and when the stranger is not placed within the 

mold of his host the connection is lost. However, the stranger cannot remain isolated, thus 

searches for a suitable host. When one finally arrives he or she is too late and the stranger 

remains estranged from all things. Kosinski illustrates what is inappropriate for a host, namely a 

malleability or the unwillingness for the host to lay his life bare for another. Levinas explains 

that the stranger’s “look” implicates the host and the host justifies his escape because the 

stranger does not fit into the host’s mold. For Levinas and Kosinski this is a form of indifference.  

Concerning the relationship between a host and stranger, and the temporal nature of this 

relationship, Levinas says,  

A shadow veils the terms taken outside of the relationship in which [the hosts] are 

implicated, the relations and the structures taken or surprised outside of the 

system that locks them in at the moment, when, still isolated or already abstract, 

they have to search for or rejoin their place in the conjuncture, when the structures 

still have to be packed into a system.293 
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 Thus, the isolation and the desire to relate become “the conjuncture” which carries the suspense 

within each of Kosinski’s novels. Kosinski illustrates what produces this isolation and what the 

effect is for this isolation. Many of Kosinski’s hosts (as well as many host’s in Wiesel’s works) 

seem to “play tricks” with what is true and show themselves as “smarter than the wisdom of the 

subject, smart to the point of malice, of industry.”294 This trick mutes the external voice of the 

stranger, but magnifies the host’s internal condemnation and the stranger’s isolation.  

           Kosinski illustrates that isolation mutes the characters voice, and this isolation stifles the 

call faintly heard. Isolation from society and the needs of others precariously causes individuals 

to use each other as tools for personal ends, binding the individual to the atrocities of an enclosed 

environment. Kosinski illustrates isolation as hazardous for the individual and the other 

throughout each of his works. In The Hermit of 69th Street, the protagonist, isolated in the large 

metropolitan area of New York City, is impervious to others surrounding him. The erratic 

structure illustrates how a character fails to locate his being in the world because he remains 

isolated from it (the world). He does not come out of his home but remains isolated, reflecting on 

disconnected matters without an interlocutor. His situation remains bleak and fragmented from 

beginning to end.  

          This novel is even more disjointed than all of the writer’s previous works; for even words 

lack the context necessary for critical appraisal. The work confuses the reader with associative 

puns; even numbers take on untenable meaning. For example, after citing from Elizabeth 

Browning about the development of the soul, he explains a scribal, ritual bath that this religious 
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leader undergoes prior to his transcription. Kosinski begins explaining with insightful 

observation but, because he does not complete any of his observation, half-truths and 

disassociations are the effect.  

        Even serious issues take on secondary meaning. For example The Hermit begins to explain 

important observations concerning the Jewish soul and concentration camps. However he resorts 

to using word play and puns. He says,  

After six hours of concentration, he steps out of his concentration camp. What a 

Terezin! he explains, when he is instantly stopped by his narrative Jewish Soul. 

‘You’re a Jew! Your Inner State must be determined by hitlahawuth—the Hebrew 

for joy—a joy of life not to be spoiled by the four letter HITL reminding you of 

Hitler. Then,’ the Soul goes on, remember that Theresienstadt (called Terezin) 

was one of the most perfidious Nazi—Final Solution Concentration Camps.295 

 

All of this mixing of images and associations and disassociations creates a kind of oblivion that 

truncates meaning. The Hermit cannot locate meaning in any way without an appropriate 

interlocutor. This work reads like a novel written just after all the words at Babel lost their 

meaning, yet pining for proper agents and associating.  

         However, the stories that connect best to Kosinski’s works are those biblical stories which 

illuminate the basic idea that man fundamentally needs an interlocutor. It is from this interlocutor 

that he finds hope and solace, his connection to a transcendent being.  Reflecting on the first 

biblical story, Joseph Soloveitchik explains that the difference between the Western 

philosophical tradition and the Jewish experience is the necessity of an interlocutor. Explaining 

the creation of man, Soloveitchik explains that man “emerged in the world together with Eve and 
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God addressed himself to both of them as inseparable members of one community.”296 Without 

this interlocutor, 

…Man’s quest for humanity entails the ever-growing tragic awareness of his 

only-ness and consequently of his loneliness and insecurity. He struggles for the 

discovery of his identity because he suffers from the insecurity implied in seeing 

the icy darkness of uniformity and irresponsiveness in gazing into the senseless 

something without being awarded a reciprocal gaze, in being always a silent 

watcher without in turn being watched.297 

 

          Soloveitchik explanation has touchstones within the sordid universe of Kosinski’s The 

Painted Bird. The two orphans in the text, the miller’s wife, Olga and many others experience 

“the ever-growing tragic awareness of [man’s] only-ness.” Marta’s home accentuated this 

loneliness as she encouraged the boy to find his habitat with the animals. Prior to God’s creation 

of the biblical Eve, Adam could only find himself alone with the animals without a suitable 

helper.  

         Even the animals are antagonistic to the orphan’s advances in The Painted Bird. The “hens 

sleeping behind the wall” became frightened at the sound of the boys agony. In this home the 

peasants were locked into the repressions and the enclosure of their own existence where the 

“small children” are characterized as “cockroaches” “who crawled out…from the feather bed and 

from behind the oven.”298 Kosinski explains that every character is hopelessly mining for another 

but his helpless characters stare into “the icy darkness of uniformity and irresponsiveness… 

without being awarded a reciprocal gaze.” The orphan cannot be heard so he is alone a “silent 
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watcher without in turn being watched.” Like the biblical strangers coming into the enclosed 

communities, Kosinski’s characters come into the world desiring a place within the precarious 

broken-world of depravity, desiring this reciprocal gaze for the sake of the community. His 

characters are estranged from the community and estranged from their responsibility.   

         Concerning his novels, Kosinski says, “The reader is to be moved from Western cultures 

waiting room to his own private examination room. Once he is there...he should be made aware 

of what he should have known all along: he is mortal, he is vulnerable, he is not protected…”299 

For Kosinski this prognosis is not a sardonic reality where a man is a being toward death but a 

being who pines for another. He needs another for his protection. When he finds his interlocutor 

a responsible humanity develops. His novels then are an examination, diagnosing man’s ability 

to care, being non-indifferent toward his fellow man.  The host is responsible to breaks up the 

enclosed world of the stranger. This responsibility becomes a diagnosis of the community. 

        Kosinski is aware of how the Western philosophical tradition creates an excuse for useless 

suffering of others. He even explains how the Soviet Union is unhallowed ground for a political 

enterprise. Reflecting on the useless suffering in the Gulag, Kosinski notes, “When I look back 

on the Western intellectual history…I note that (this tradition has with it) the moral excuse for 

the Gulag.” 300 He goes on to condemn Sartre directly, who admitted “that there might have been 

fifteen million Soviet Citizens in the Soviet labor camps” but the whole the society should not be 

condemned “because of a few people are unhappy.”301  Kosinski understands the nature of the 
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needy especially the orphan and stranger who are shut out from society; thus reading the text 

without an extreme sense of alterity would be an incomplete reading.  

The Orphan as the Levinasian Stranger 

       For the remaining portion of this chapter, I will use a Levinasian paradigm to explore 

Kosinski’s orphan, accentuating the orphans as the Levinasian “Stranger,”302 who is a person 

“who disturbs the being at home with oneself.”303  Of the orphan, Levians says, “The Other who 

dominates me in his transcendence is thus the stranger, the widow, and the orphan, to whom I am 

obligated.”304 I, as one who is in a privileged position, must behold the other as a gift, but not 

one who gives, rather the one who assigns me primordially, before I recognize the orphan’s 

helpless gaze;305 the “very face to face that constitutes” my ethical call to respond to the one in 

need.  Moreover, Levinas says, “The Other qua Other is situated in a dimension of height and of 

abasement—glorious abasement; he has the face of the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the 

orphan, and, at the same time, of the master called to invest and justify my freedom.”306 

       At the 2016 meeting of the North American Levinas society, Jean-Michael Salanskis 

considered the role of the stranger and his relation to his host. Salanskis posed the question: 

What is “the place of the stranger in Levinas’ thought?” He concludes that the stranger breaks up 
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the totalized self, turning “one’s self to that which [is]…human,…[the]…most unsettling and 

somehow most deviant: his difference.” 307 Because the stranger is “unpredictable and 

inexhaustible” he functions to break up the host’s interiority and this work cannot ever be 

complete. Since the host and stranger are wholly different from one another, the host is to fulfill 

a kind of responsibility for the stranger.308 Salanskis goes on to argue that the stranger is unique 

because of his “unpredictability and his inexhaustibility.”309 The host has an inexhaustible 

responsibility to the stranger even while both risks all, “risking non-being to be.”  This is not to 

say that each has a reciprocal responsibility, for the host has more responsibility than all others, 

for “the debt increases (for the host) in the measure that it is paid.”310 The host cannot reduce his 

responsibility to “any synchronic and reciprocal relationship which a totalizing and systematic 

thought would seek in it.”311 This risk of non-being “lies at the limit of a supreme confidence in 

oneself and a supreme risk.”312 For Levinas this is a great risk, even the risk of non-being, that is 

placing the other’s wellbeing before my (the host’s) own. The host takes on the moral 
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responsibility for the stranger who is isolated from all, only finding a home within himself. As 

Levinas says,  

This is not a play of mirrors but my responsibility, that is, an existence already 

obligated. It places the center of gravitation of a being outside of that being. The 

surpassing of phenomenal or inward existence does not consist in receiving the 

being of the Other, but in offering him one’s being. To be in oneself is to express 

oneself, that is, already to serve the Other.313, 314 

 

The host must offer his being for the other, the stranger, the widow and the orphan. He cannot 

anticipate any applause for his act; his act illustrates the host’s moral condition.  

          The stranger’s destitution requires a response from the host. Levinas notes that the host 

and the stranger do not illustrate the “play of mirrors”, synthesizing the one to totalize the other, 

creating a system to minimize responsibility. Rather the opposite is the case; the host has the 

greatest of responsibility, for he bears the moral weight to preserve the life of the stranger. The 

stranger takes the phenomenal risk with “one’s being”, to “disturb” the being locked away from 

eternity; the host’s response illustrates his (the host’s) moral condition.315 The stranger does not 

have an obligation, for he is a question for which the host is responsible. For Levinas, “The 

relation with the other is accomplished as service and as hospitality.”316 In this way the host is 

held hostage by the stranger.   
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        Kosinski’s orphan, like the Levinasian stranger, “disturbs” every community while avoiding 

integration.  Levinas seems to describe the stranger as an ethical plumb-line, the question to 

which every community must respond. Kosinski’s critics have overlooked the ethical role of the 

stranger and have relegated his works to the confines of fictional and audacious horror. For 

Levinas the stranger has a special function. The stranger as an enclosed character enters an 

enclosed community to disrupt the community, so the host fulfills his responsibility. However, in 

Kosinski’s world the ethical condition is announced with every host’s desire to synthesize, 

terrorize, serve or protect. If the stranger is accepted without tyranny, the community’s totalizing 

system is disrupted and life is renewed.  

        In the rural environment of The Painted Bird, the peasants remain suspicious of the 

orphan’s stares; they assume him to have supernatural strength. They are unaware of his 

vulnerability. They assume him to be “kin to the Devil”317, thus they reject him and remain 

locked into their depravity. Because the community shuns and abuses the orphan, the community 

cannot find hope; thus orphan procures his escape, isolated from the community, which brings 

loss to both the orphan and community.  

        In Kosinski’s novels, especially The Painted Bird, the one who receives the stranger 

forestalls his condemnation. Like the Levinasian stranger, Kosinski’s orphan rejects every kind 

of totality or synthesis; he evades all, even unwittingly to break up totality. Kosinski’s orphan 

and Levinas’ stranger are central figures, who are never at home in the world, who come into the 

world through “proximity”, an anarchical “relationship with a singularity without the mediation 
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of any principle, any ideality.”318 Both the host and the stranger are exposed to one another, but 

this exposure is a means of salvation.  Buckingham rightly notes,  

The stranger in Levinas’ work is precisely the other who cannot be bound by any 

obligation I put on him. He remains outside of any law I might formulate. The 

stranger places obligations upon me but I have no claim over the stranger and it is 

here that the asymmetry of the interpersonal relation lies.319  

 

Like the Levinasian stranger, Kosinski’s orphan is not “bound by an obligation” placed on him 

with the community. He does not have “any law” and he violates every system. Kosinski’s 

orphan “place obligations upon” the peasants, and for the most part, they reject his advances. In 

short, Kosinski and Levinas place the stranger at the center of their works as an ethical question, 

summoning those ensconced in a totalizing world to encounter a relation, a face-to-face 

revelation encounter breaking up man’s totalizing self-interest.  

        The two books that shed light on self-revelation in the way in which Kosinski suggests are: 

The Painted Bird and Being There. In both books, the stranger emerges as the primary character 

in the novels, as the mediating force for responsibility, and the breaking up of a totalizing world. 

In each of the aforementioned works, Kosinski elucidates the idea that if one character truncates 

human value and with it life’s meaning then both suffer under the consequences of a condemning 

force. Since many scholars (Langer and Vice) have connected the idea of “derivative of life” to 

mean autobiography (or “auto-fiction”), they have located Kosinski’s life experiences, offering a 

one-to-one comparison to the event within his novels and experiences in life. In doing so they 

bypass many weighty discoveries. The weighty discoveries are directly related to his 
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philosophical/religious underpinnings; they allow a reader to appreciate Kosinski’s ethical 

universe and where this ethical universe directs his readers.320 

      Those who describe the devastating effects of the Holocaust illustrate how the whole 

community acquiesced to the grotesque demands of a few. These societal members who 

complied became indifferent to the angelic strangers in their midst. They became indifferent to 

these disenfranchised and from those who remained locked into their desolate environment.  

While many Holocaust writers explain the political phenomenon known as the Holocaust and its 

devastation, some others illustrate how the rural communities did not need any kind of specific 

encouragement to take up the mantle of persecution and abandonment. Jerzy Kosinski is one 

such author. 

        Each of his works deals with local realities and not the political shrewdness, which carries 

greater importance and impact on the interpersonal and social relations. His first work, The 

Painted Bird, does not accentuate any kind of political engagement with those in need but how 

the local community failed to receive a desperate orphan.  The Painted Bird indicts common 

people, mystics, churchmen and community leaders equally. None of them offers the appropriate 

help to this child.  Characters reach no stabilizing vision without an-other; isolation and 

enclosure truncate every kind of human tenderness. Kosinski’s other works are consistent with 

the use of the stranger and the marginalized characters.  
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         Even though Kosinski accentuates the idea of being, using the phrase “man existing 

without a history” in Being There, he does not illustrate a Nietzschean sense of overcoming, a 

Heideggerian renewal or self-discovery through isolation; but he offers a commentary on the 

condition of man in isolation and his need for the other. He uses this phrase in Being There in 

several different ways.321 To indicate the horror of a life “as if he had never existed before”322, 

Kosinski insists that a physical history, an-other and the responsibility that these demands are 

essential elements for a fostering humanity. In Being There, and to varying degrees each of his 

novels, the necessary elements for a fostering humanity are vulnerability and suitability. These 

two elements are rarely located. These two elements create and sustain the tension within his 

novels. For Kosinski, isolation and enclosure truncates maturity, authenticity, suitability, and 

responsibility; as a result, violence, chaos, and irresponsibility become the outcome for the 

protagonist.    

          In Kosinski’s corpus, hosts are called, and the appropriation of this call is scarcely heeded. 

When a host heeds the call from the other, Kosinski foreshadows a responsible humanity, a 

humanity that is infinitely open, vulnerable, and transcendent. The call is not just the concept of 

a need or the knowledge of the stranger’s pain, it is a responsibility for the host to substitute for 

the stranger. As Levinas explains, 

The interpellated one is called upon to speak; his speech consists in ‘coming to 

the assistance’ of his word—in being present. This present is not made of instants 

mysteriously immobilized in duration, but of an incessant recapture of instants 

that flow by a presence that comes to their assistance, that answers for them.323 

                                                 

321 See: Kosinski, Being There 11, 40 and 77. 

 
322 Kosinski, Being There, 77. 

 
323 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 69. 



 

123 

 

Characters like Ewaka, Elizabeth Eve, Milka, the unnamed protagonists and Andrea permeate 

Kosinski’s works, illustrating the possibility of the stranger becoming the question for which the 

host responds. The host’s ethical response, if positive, opens up the host’s enclosed environment, 

and in this way, the host “is called upon to speak,” communing with, “being present” for the 

stranger. The host is the “interpellated” agent sent to “recapture…a presence that comes…for 

them.” In this way the stranger finds a welcoming host, a protective environment.   

           Domostroy324, the orphan, unnamed protagonists, Fabian and the Hermit all need an 

authentic, responsible existence which they cannot realize. They all necessitate a host who acts 

as the “interpellated” agent. In some “mysteriously immobilized” way the host’s 

“incessant…presence” offers the stranger an authenticity that cannot be realized without them.  

Each enclosed character has lost a sense of humanity; but when the host comes in as an 

“incessant” character the stranger “recaptures a presence that comes to their assistance.” In each 

of Kosinski’s episodes, the host jettisons his stranger because he cannot appropriate the 

stranger’s speech; but when the host risks his being, the stranger gains authenticity within the 

world. It is in this way the world can be saved, which illustrates the weight of the ethical call.   

        Kosinski uses speech as a common act that implies the revelation of acceptance and 

rejection. When the host accepted his stranger, he/she opens his/her home, and hands to the 

needs of the stranger, and both forget their “fate and ceased to be a goblin jeered at by herders, 

casting spells on children and animals.”325  
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            When they located each other’s nearness (proximity), both escaped their enclosed 

environment, experiencing each other with a sense of revelation, finding renewal and 

authenticity. But when each of them remains barred from the other, desiring a nearness that 

seems out-of-reach, enclosure, the host and stranger become exhausted and seek the other’s 

destruction. Superstition, lust, greed, envy, fear, and facades bars the others from every kind of 

hope of connection, revealing both the need and the ability of the host to meet his/her need. More 

than any other theme, the negative theme of the isolated individual is Kosinski’s refrain.  

           Kosinski characterizes strangers as victims, enclosed necessitating the relation to an-other. 

It is to these characters Kosinski demands his readers to locate in order to foster in them an 

authentic and thus responsible existence. The stranger, the orphan, the hermit, the enclosed 

character is the question that the host needs to heed. Kosinski illustrates his moral universe as the 

host takes on the ethical responsibility of heeding to the stranger’s need. Further, Kosinski 

illustrates that the mystery of life is directly related to the host taking upon himself the 

phenomenological responsibility for the stranger.  Levinas explains, “The relation with the Other 

alone introduces a dimension of transcendence, and leads us to a relation totally different from 

experience in the sensible sense of the term, relative and egoist.”326  

        Because Kosinski’s hosts do not heed their ethical responsibility, “the relation with the 

Other” causes him to forfeit the “dimension of transcendence,” and the meaning to this life. In 

short, each of Kosinski’s characters desires an-other, and how this desire is satisfied is illustrated 
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when the host heeds the strangers “face.” It is only then that the stranger’s epiphany is produced 

and which appeals to me (the host) breaks with the world that can be common to us, whose 

virtualities are inscribed in our nature and developed by our existence.”327  

          Kosky (In The Hermit of 69th Street) leads a solitary existence in a two-room New York 

City apartment, he awaits a host who is too late. This hermit continues to write but cannot locate 

a host, one who will meet him face to face so that his existence is developed into a truly human, 

responsible being, connected to the outside. Kosinski’s isolated backdrop is his environment and 

the world which he confronts. As a work within the Holocaust corpus, his unique contribution is 

the confrontation of the host and that way the host acts irresponsibly. Thus, the estranged 

characters exists as characters who need a host, but the indifferent host are derelict in their 

responsibility. It is to this action Kosinski directs his readers.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PAINTED BIRD: A WHISPERING ETHIC IN 

 AN UNETHICAL WORLD 

          

               The central characters of Kosinski’s novels are strangers,328 who come into their world 

without a mediating agent, desiring reclamation into their foreign environment. Characters like 

Chance in Being There, the Hermit in The Hermit of 69th Street, and “the little Gypsy bastard” in 

The Painted Bird come into their world without a clear beginning, mediation, and a forged sense 

of humanity. Kosinski’s hosts have the responsibility for these strangers.  If the host forbids the 

stranger’s mysterious advancements, he beleaguers the stranger with hatred and hostility. 

Because he does not fulfill his responsibility, the host remains enraged and seeks to dismiss the 

stranger indifferently.  Even if the host dismisses the stranger, seeking his death, the stranger 

haunts him in his “silence” and the stranger’s alterity “strikes…[the host as]…an evil design or 

in a judgment of justice.”329 Levinas rightly notes that “The solitude of death does not make the 

Other vanish, but remains in a consciousness of hostility, and consequently still renders possible 

an appeal to the Other, to his friendship and his medication. In Kosinski’s novels, the host’s 

indifference illustrates the foundation of evil, but since the stranger remains present, there 

remains the opportunity for transformation.  

                                                 

       328 Five characteristics represent the idea of the stranger the way Kosinski represents it. He contains one or several of these 

characteristics. He has been marginalized by the community due to a physical or mental deficiency (1); his voice is unique 

within the community (2); he struggles to understand the community where he must live (3). He is cast out of that community 

without human connection (4); or lacks the necessary skills for protection (5).  

 

       329 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 234. 
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          Through the themes of absence and contrast, readers come to understand what is ethical 

and what the cost of an unethical world is. In opposition to the many prevailing interpretations, 

there remains a remnant of humanity within Kosinski’s corpus, and this remnant serves two 

purposes: supporting the suspense of the novels and pointing to what is moral. Crowds, plants, 

animals, other strangers, medicine, indecipherable words and fire serve as contrasting elements 

to the strangers, while the welcoming host remains absent. Even though the remnant is present, 

the stranger’s wholeness is not salvageable without appropriating a suitable helper.330 In 

Kosinski’s novels, this absence implicitly carries the structure and suspense. And, as we identify 

this absence, we may locate Kosinski’s moral kerygma, which warns the reader to be 

retrospective and cognizant of meaning, and with it, ethical responsibility. Thus, by way of 

absence used as a rhetorical device, and an appropriate philosophical interlocutor, one can 

discover Kosinski’s moral universe. 

          However, is authenticity even anticipated in Kosinski’s works since the welcoming ‘other’ 

is absent? Does Kosinski articulate what it means to be non-indifferent331 to the helpless, 

estranged ‘others’ who are characterized at times as a homo alalus (speechless self)? Or is 

Kosinski’s world a fixed condition and reclamation is impossible? If reclamation is impossible, 

is Kosinski describing his characters in a Hobbesian, anthropological point of view where people 

                                                 

       330 As was stated in chapter 2, Kosinski understood his father as a budding Talmudic scholar. When Kosinski revisited his 

Jewish roots he sought out Abraham Isaac Heschel as a spiritual mentor, which is where his idea of the stranger and host 

became central, and the significance of man’s responsibility for the other. Thus, I will use the Hebraic connotations as it relates 

to the host and stranger’s relationship. Hebraically the word ְֵ֫ע  could imply four possibilities: a helper, a hospitable person, an ֶרז

agent who acts against another, or an agent of utility. Since it is my contention that Kosinski’s novels are Hebraic in nature as 

it relates to his strangers, I will explain ְֵ֫ע    .in light of the first two connotations ֶרז

 

       331 Levinas uses the term “non-indifferent” as a way to approximate his connection to ‘the Other’ through: elevation, 

substitution, assignation, responsibility, vulnerability, and love without eroticism, illicit behavior, pre-conditioned categories 

or anything that offers the seductive “appearance of the Good” (Otherwise than Being, 123, also see, 180). 
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are intrinsically and irreparably “nasty, brutish and short”332, reflecting the “whole world [to be] 

broken”333? Or could it be that his disenfranchised characters accentuate the need for 

amalgamation without a traditional, moral compass, that is, to create a new morality while 

rejecting moral binaries?334  Or, perhaps his works, in light of his strangers, describe how a 

stranger must struggle to reclaim himself by dislocating his ‘being’ from the sardonic stares of 

his adversaries? Or are his strangers dislocated agents, waiting for a welcoming host and none is 

found?  Does Kosinski imply a moral compass with the use of his helpless strangers?335  

          Kosinski’s stranger necessitates a host for his protection, and as long as the stranger exists 

the host has the possibility to fulfill his responsibility. However, as Levinas notes, this does not 

allow the host a hiatus when he does fulfill his responsibility. Levinas explains that as one fulfills 

his responsibility his “…duties become greater in the measure that they are accomplished.”336 

                                                 

     332Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2002), 89 

 

     333 Kosinski, Painted Bird, 37. 

 

     334 In a 1977 interview with Art Silverman Kosinski says, “I don’t provide easy moral judgments [in my novels]. Those 

judgments, in my novels, come to us as they come in life. You have to make them; I’m not going to give them to you. You 

judge the protagonist in one of my novels the same way you judge people in life—you observe their acts, you listen to what 

they say and you make up your mind” (115). If one centralizes their interpretation on this citation they may read Kosinski’s 

works with a Nietzschean lens. Brojer rightly argues that Nietzsche’s “Moral principles, even relativistic moral principles, 

assume or presuppose moral opposites, presuppose good and evil things, thoughts and deeds. Nietzsche, however, rejects the 

belief in moral opposites. ‘Between good and evil actions there is no difference in kind, but at the most one of degree. Good 

actions are sublimated evil ones; evil actions are coarsened, brutalized good ones.’” (Thomas Brobjer, Nietzsche's Affirmative 

Morality: An Ethic of Virtue, (Journal of Nietzsche Studies, 1 October 2003, Issue 26, 64-78), 65.   

 

      335 There are at least four different ways of readings of The Painted Bird and Being There in the current scholarship: 

Hobbesian, Nietzschean, Freudian, Heideggerean and Sartrean. In this dissertation I am offering an additional reading, a 

Levinasian where the condemnation is on inhospitable communities that have the responsibility to become wholly and 

hospitably external, welcoming strangers so reclamation is possible. 

          

 336 Levians, Totality and Infinity, 244.  
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          About a decade after Kosinski’s publication of The Painted Bird, James Hutchinson 

explored “Self-realization and self-preservation”337 within the work. This ontological reading 

focused on the essential elements that make up an authentic existence. Hutchinson suggests 

escape and self-preservation create authenticity for the characters, especially for the stranger.  

When he read The Painted Bird, he noticed the orphan’s escaping from one place to another for 

survival, and in the end, he gave himself over to “the Evil ones.” For Hutchinson “the Evil ones” 

become the boy’s survival, and it was there he found his authenticity. By offering how the boy 

indirectly discovers his authenticity, Hutchinson began forging creditable answers to the question 

about what it means to be human, and what is moral in The Painted Bird. However, he did not 

link his moral discoveries to the right philosophical interlocutor, which causes him to read the 

work ontologically.  

          Prior to Hutchinson’s dissertation, many critics read Holocaust literature with a view 

toward ontology and not ethics. Thus themes dealing with personal survival and discovery or 

psychological defection or triumph became the way one reads Holocaust works. For more than 

twenty-five years, most scholars examined The Painted Bird autobiographically or 

surrealistically, thus moral implications were difficult to locate.338 Reading the work this way led 

a host of scholars to treat The Painted Bird negatively, associating the work with anti-ethical 

fiction. As a result of these misgivings, moral and ontological implications were only 

                                                 

    337 James D Hutchinson, The Art of the Self: The Quest for Authenticity in the novels of Jerzy Kosinski (Univ. of Denver, 

Diss., 1974). 

 

     338 See Ruth Franklin, A Thousand Darknesses: Lies and Truth in Holocaust Fiction (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2013), 104-106. 
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precariously opined. Kremer explains that Holocaust literature was primarily read as “The 

witnessing survivor-narrative” which “involves the reader in his moral judgment, warning one to 

be constantly vigilant to the failure of the retrospective imagination to find meaning in 

history.”339  

          Since Kosinski’s works offer no reference to an overt historical meaning, moral judgement 

or reasonable self-expression, many argued that meaning and value were ascertained 

gratuitously. It is no wonder then that a method for reading The Painted Bird has been difficult to 

locate. Hutchinson’s discovery allowed readers to appraise Kosinski’s work differently. His 

discovery couched Kosinski’s work as a rejection of current philosophical and psychological 

systems. However, even though his argument appropriated what Kosinski rejected, he did not 

locate what he supported. Hutchinson’s critical appraisal allowed ethical implications to be 

sought; however, since his method was abandoned these appraisals were quickly sidelined. I 

believe that these could have offered answers to questions of what it means to be authentic after 

this catastrophic, “epoch-making event” known as the Holocaust.340 Since this kind of 

interpretation was abandoned, the initial reception of the work was further solidified.  

           Elie Wiesel offered the first critical evaluation of The Painted Bird. He never considered 

the work as work that focuses on the self; rather he associated it with the surrealists. In short, 

Wiesel read The Painted Bird as a novel showing the deprivation of the world, and not how the 

world can be rediscovered in the midst of radical evil. For Wiesel, the whole world is locked 

                                                 

     339 Lillian Kremer, Witness through the Imagination: Ozick, Elman, Cohen, Potok, Singer, Epistein, Bellow, Steiner, 

Wallant, Malamud: Jewish-American Holocaust Literature (Detroit: Wayne State University press, 1989).   

 

     340 Emil Fackenheim, The Jewish Bible after the Holocaust: A Re-reading, 77. 
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within an enclosed hellish world, full of un-quieted depravity. He said the little boy’s 

“experience in exile…transcends confession and attains in parts the haunting quality and tone of 

a quasi-surrealistic tale. One cannot read it without fear, shame and sadness.”341 Wiesel’s 

immediate association of The Painted Bird with the surrealists blurred the moral qualities within 

it. This association has been sidelined for more than a quarter of a century, and few have 

returned to a self-realization, self-preservation and even moral reading which could offer a 

perspective on Kosinski’s moral universe.342  

          Prior to the aforementioned dissertation, critics only referenced ‘the self’ within the work 

if it added to the grotesque and/or horrific elements.343 However, Kosinski’s themes of absence 

can offer answers to important, ethical questions. Even though Hutchinson’s dissertation sought 

to turn the tide of interpreting the work autobiographically, it made little difference. This current 

work seeks to rediscover, revise, and forge new ground treating The Painted Bird using a similar 

method as Hutchinson’s, providing a philosophical interlocutor to stabilize a new interpretation. 

The Phenomenological Foundation in Reading Jerzy Kosinski 

          James Hutchinson in his 1974 dissertation The Art of Self: The Quest for Authenticity in 

the Novels of Jerzy Kosinski describes Kosinski’s novels as a medium to confront “modern man 

in a world that denies the traditional categories of philosophy and psychology.”344 He explains 

                                                 

 

 341 Elie Wiesel, New York Times Book Review, October 1965 (New York Times Company) 

 

 342 Many critics have noted Kosinski’s control of his tone, language, syntax and simplistic tone which distanced Kosinski from 

the anti-ethical readings of his works.  

 

 343 Jerzy Kosinski was ‘the self’ that many would accentuate; the self as an egocentric, immoralist who lost touch with 

humanity because of his experience with abandonment.   

 

 344 James Hutchinson, The Art of the Self: The Quest for Authenticity in the Novels of Jerzy Kosinski, 2. 
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that Kosinski’s works are satirical, allegorical and at times parabolic. And, even though his 

rhetorical devices are varied, his themes of how man exists and is identified “in a world of 

objects” remain consistent.345 For Hutchinson, the primary meaning within Kosinski’s work is to 

identify the stranger as one journeying as a psychic quest. For Hutchinson, the stranger seeks 

authentication. His argument rests on the assumption that The Painted Bird describes man in a 

state of nature, the bestial and primitive, the condition where sentient experiences and reasonable 

choices have yet to be discovered. His analysis rests on two factors: Kosinski’s anti-conventional 

structure and the categories to describe the stages for each character’s development.  

          In both of Kosinski’s primary works, The Painted Bird and Being There, Hutchinson 

explains that man’s nature, if it is barred from participating in the world of others, experiences 

the degeneration of his interiority. This atrophy remains, if the world of ‘others’ remains 

indifferent to the strangers in the world. According to Hutchinson, the traditional categories of 

philosophy and psychology—undergirded by a Cartesian cogito—Kosinski confronts are those 

who understand personal discovery as an individualized event, an event of self-discovery. To 

holistically describe Kosinski’s works, Hutchinson says, “One must extend outward in order to 

reach the inward. The ‘self’ discovers its identification in the world of others, and this is the 

process it engages in to move from sentient to self-conscious reality.”346 In short, Kosinski’s 

works illustrate how the self and others appropriate one another, not in beginning with the self 

                                                 

 

 345 Ibid. 

 

 346 Ibid., 16. 
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and moving outward, but struggling with the outward to discover the inward. When the “self” 

becomes a responsible agent for another he discovers his authentic existence.   

          In his allegorical and philosophical interpretation, Hutchinson argues that animals and 

humans in The Painted Bird remain in juxtaposition to one another, where one explains the 

other. Even though both struggling “beings” represent each other, neither can identify with each 

other; both are locked in an interior and/or an exterior dilemma. For example, Hutchinson says, 

“Birds, animals, and human beings are magically juxtaposed to illustrate the sentient reality of 

primordial existence.”347 He goes on to say that man in his primordial nature must struggle to 

“progress toward a self-conscious state” which is the commitment “to becoming the self.”348 In 

short, he argues that Kosinski’s works are allegorical representations of man’s progressive 

movement to becoming an authentic self by participating in the world of others. He says, “The 

impulse toward, freedom, isolation and irresponsibility is strong and compelling. But more 

compelling is the societal state of relationships, where self can find definition and fulfillment in 

the world of others.”349 The ideas of “freedom, isolation and irresponsibility” remain in 

juxtaposition to the “societal state of relationships, where self can find definition and 

fulfillment.”350  

          Hutchinson rightly categorized The Painted Bird as a philosophical work but he connected 

it to an ontological reading and not to an ethical reading. He did not differentiate between ‘the 

                                                 

 347 Ibid., 24. 

 

 348 Ibid.  

 

 349 Ibid., 51. 

 

 350 These binary categories represent the primary themes in Husserl’s phenomenology.  
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self’ as a psychological quest and the self as a responsible agent. The only responsibility is to the 

‘the self’s responsibility to his own growth. He thus failed to notice the implicit, moral direction 

to which Kosinski points his readers. Hutchinson only located the phenomenological impulse 

which Heidegger and Sartre opined from Husserl.351 It is to these that Kosinski seems to object, 

if one notices what is absent in the text; or if one considers both the ever present hosts as the 

primary characters for the strangers to find security, where he can be saved from this precarious 

world.  

          These discoveries were not considered because Hutchinson did not consider another 20th 

century phenomenologist, namely Emmanuel Levinas and his radical, ethical impulse. Had 

Hutchinson considered Levinas, he would have become acutely aware that morality and 

responsibility are inseparable. Hutchinson’s phenomenological consideration of Sartre and 

Heidegger is helpful to show how the work is rhetorically rich, dealing with the themes of ‘the 

self’ as a psychic quest, but he leaves out one of the most important discoveries when dealing 

with Holocaust witnessing, namely ethical responsibility.  

          What Hutchinson failed to recognize is the prominence of the hosts and the prominent role 

the host plays within the work. He, like many other critics, focuses his attention on the main 

                                                 

   351 Heidegger and Sartre dealt with man and his process of becoming authentic in a way that leads to “the most radical 

individuation”351 where an authentic existence begins as the individual escapes from the world. It is then that he is left to bear 

the responsibility of ‘the self’ (Heidegger) or the world (Sartre). Bearing the weight of the world or the self is untenable; for, 

according to both of these philosophers, bearing the “whole responsibility” without being able is “the tragedy of freedom.”351 

Even though Hutchinson did not recognize these categories in his dissertation as such, he did deal with the primary themes that 

each philosopher considered (freedom, authenticity, responsibility and- individuation). In the end, Hutchinson appraises 

acutely the psychic movement within the work as fear moving to aggression and survival moving to self-respect. For 

Hutchinson, this progressive movement is an evolutionary struggle where ‘beings’ move progressively from inauthenticity to 

authenticity in order to become conscientiously aware. However, the most important discovery (as one rightly places the work 

in the genre of Holocaust witnessing) was left unnoticed; that is, what it means to be responsible and non-indifferent to the 

needs of others. 
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character’s development or survival and not on the host’s reactions to the stranger. Second, he 

did not show the importance of the multiple strangers in the work (beings who do not have a 

beginning or end but function as divine agents). Third, he did not explain what is morally absent, 

which points to what must be present to mend a broken world. Fourth, he did not connect the 

work deeply enough to Kosinski’s philosophical/religious worldviews in order to demarcate 

what Kosinski is rejecting and thereby supporting. These four issues can lead to a moral reading 

of the text and can offer some credible characteristics that Kosinski features within the text.  

          Against the prevailing anti-ethical352 interpretations of Jerzy Kosinski’s works, a 

Levinasian, phenomenological reading has the potential to distance itself from the ontological 

and anti-ethical readings. It offers a way to understand how and why Kosinski uses unwelcoming 

hosts and his helpless strangers as a central motif. The work further describe why Kosinski 

connects his disenfranchised characters to the primitive, whether to the earth’s soil, impervious 

communities or animalistic instincts, differently than the way they have been treated. Concerning 

each of his strangers, Kosinski says they “share this ultimate quest for identity”, which is 

survival and uniqueness.353 Kosinski specifically notes that the child in The Painted Bird “is a 

total incarnation of the urge for self-realization and self-preservation. He possesses no ability to 

                                                 

    352 In November 1989, Kosinski, encouraged by the ACLU, responded to the criticism of his novel Being There, for it had 

been banned on moral grounds in Crete, Nebraska. He explained that the Jesuits in the United States and Canada “once 

devoted an entire issue to my fiction. The issue focused on ‘The Moral Universe of Jerzy Kosinski’(Oral Pleasure, 133). Even 

more starkly The Painted Bird has been deemed “grotesquery, a mocking of the event, a facile psychological explanation, a 

symbolic incorporation”, perhaps even diminishing “the Holocaust to serve the author’s ‘grander’ artistic purposes. In this 

case, the critics can legitimately be morally and aesthetically outraged (Oszvath 210). 

 

    353 Jerzy Kosinski and Daniel Cahill, “The Devil Tree: An Interview with Jerzy Kosinski”, (The North American Review 

258, no. 1 (1973): 56-66), 62. 
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limit himself, or to prevent the full force of his potential from developing.”354 However, does this 

demand one to read the orphan as one for and by himself? If this limited perspective prevails, 

Kosinski’s orphan illustrates how the orphan is locked away from society and his suitable host, 

which then becomes a tragic reality.  

          What Kosinski does not make clear is how these characters become self-realizing and what 

prevents these incarnational beings from their sense of identity and why self-preservation is so 

important. The lack of clarity demands the sensitive critic to uncover that which is deficient and 

not remain preoccupied with the concrete, indecent images. Questions concerning identity, 

preservation and ethics are important questions in the area of Holocaust witnessing. To ask 

question about personal identity without dealing with personal responsibility in the work would 

be a partial reading. The Painted Bird should not be read illustrating how the orphan gained a 

sense of personal identity without personal responsibility; rather it should be read moralistically 

recognizing how identity is interwoven with responsibility. This kind of reading is by nature 

phenomenological; that is, how the orphan interacts with a host to forge the ethical within 

humanity, that is, a responsible being.  

          As it relates to Kosinski, the foundation for the questions and their potential answers lies 

with the condition of the unwelcoming hosts and helpless strangers; and it is this foundation that 

carries the suspense for this novel and many of his other novels. Moreover the unwelcoming 

hosts and the implicit fear of strangers guide the reader to Kosinski’s moral compass; and it is to 

this foundation that one can identify Kosinski’s moral universe.    

                                                 

  354 Kosinski, Notes of the Author on The Painted Bird, (New York: Scientia-Factum, 1967), 16.  
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          In order to highlight the moral elements within the work, and to understand the salvific 

quest for Kosinski’s stranger, two things need to be established: first, a hermeneutical foundation 

for reading, locating where Kosinski is pointing in terms of ethical responsibility, and second 

what role the stranger plays as he traverses from one place to the next.  

           This philosophical inquiry is apropos for two reasons: all of Kosinski’s protagonists 

feature phenomenological questions and potential answers; second, at least one of Kosinski’s 

novels finds itself within the corpus of Holocaust fiction. Zsuzsanna Oszváth rightly notes that 

“Holocaust fiction is…philosophical fiction….Since its subject is a monumental moral and 

metaphysical event, it declares itself to be open to moral evaluations.”355  But how is this identity 

realized, or how are moral evaluations recognized in Kosinski’s works?   

           Toward the hermeneutical foundation, this work allegorize some parts in order to gain a 

greater perspective on the anti-ethical elements that point to the ethical, that is, to open up some 

of the concrete images to explicate the implicit moral judgments. Allegorizing Kosinski’s images 

and symbols allows one to understand what prevents the characters from becoming truly 

human.356 Treating the work this way is nothing new. Of treating The Painted Bird allegorically 

Sue Vice says, “Allegory does not imply any one-to-one correspondence between its world and 

the detains of Auschwitz…[rather]…this allegory “does not transfigure but disfigures reality”357, 

                                                 

     355 Z. Ozsváth, and Satz, M. “The Audacity of Expressing the Inexpressible: The Relation between Moral and 

Aesthetic Considerations in Holocaust Literature”, (Judaism, 34(2), 1985 197-210) 200. 

 

 356 See “The Terror of Normality in Jerzy Kosinski’s “The Painted Bird” (The Polish Review 49, no. 1 (2004): 641-52) and 

Henryk Grynberg, “A New Look at The Painted Bird” (To Be Quarterly 5-6 (1995)). 

 

 357 Vice, Holocaust Fiction, 69. 
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accentuating two important deficiencies: an authentic being and a welcoming host. Both contain 

a lack because of the gulf between them.  

          These absences or lacks point to what should be present, namely a responsibility the host 

must undertake. For example, when the boy in The Painted Bird becomes ill, Olga, one of the 

boy’s welcoming hostesses, encloses him in a hole offering a remedy for his sickness. When she 

leaves him the natural world (birds, the sun, etc) threaten his life; she returns and protects him, 

taking him out of this situation and to her home. A host of critics use this scene to accentuate the 

enclosed environment of the collective, the stifling community within the countryside which 

Kosinski vilifies.358 This kind of allegory causes the reader to centralize on the boy’s discovery 

and not the host’s responsibility. As one reads this work in light of the host, Kosinski’s moral 

universe can be located.  

          Seeking to locate the ethical responsibility the hosts must possess, the reader understands 

the stranger’s “alienation” floating “on the surface” and “his break with the wholeness of self”359 

has to do with the host’s lack of connection to this alienated stranger.  Kosinski’s strangers seek 

the protection from a host, to be protected from the world and not to express their own existence 

in the world. However, the Sartrean and the Heideggerian360 readings of The Painted Bird have 

                                                 

 358 See: Norman Layers, Jerzy Kosinski. Twayne's United States Authors Series (Boston: Twayne, 1982), 198. 

 

 359 Kosinski, Notes of the Author on The Painted Bird, 17.  

 

 360 A Sartrean reading focuses on the demand for the stranger to take control of his surroundings and escape the clutches of the 

sardonic stares of the community, becoming a self-determined survivor; in his surviving, he potentially becomes truly human. 

The Heideggerian reading, on the other hand, accentuates the ‘being-for-itself.’ This interpretation of ‘being’ or ‘the self’ 

features the character’s being thrown into the world, where ‘the self’ seeks discovery, and with this discovery rises above its 

conditions to become truly human. 
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prevailed. The problem with this reading has to do with the stranger being irrevocably connected 

to his/her host.  

           In a Sartrean and Heideggerian reading, the host and stranger are interminably separated, 

and it is only as they escape others that they can become authentic. The Sartrean and 

Heideggerian reading has the fundamental grounding within the Cartesian tradition. This 

tradition—from Descartes to Hume—gives credence to one’s inward compulsion to act 

responsibly. This responsible action has much to do with one acting freely and conscientiously 

drawing on their own adherence to an inner voice, a voice coming from the laws of nature. Thus 

breaking free from the world and its bondage is the goal for every person seeking an authentic 

existence.    

            In a Heideggerian reading the estranged character is a ‘being-in-the-world’ and must 

struggle to break free, rejecting the precarious crowd in order to become an authentic self.361 

With this kind of reading the unwelcoming host and guest are to be kept at arm’s length, keeping 

the host and the stranger locked away from one another in the totality of their being. It is these 

philosophical foundations that Kosinski criticizes. This way of reading The Painted Bird is one-

sided and incomplete if one desires to describe Kosinski’s moral universe.   

                                                 

   361 The earliest Phenomenological reading came about in the early 1970’s with a dissertation entitled James D Hutchinson, 

The Art of the Self: The Quest for Authenticity in the novels of Jerzy Kosinski (Univ. of Denver, Diss., 1974). After which, 

Daniel Cahill wrote an article entitled “Jerzy Kosinski: Retreat from Violence”. Paul Lilly also dealt with ‘the self’ in his 

article “Jerzy Kosinski: Words in search of Victims.” James Hutchinson revisited Kosinski’s work dealing with the “Authentic 

Existence and the Puritan Ethic.” In each of these aforementioned works, Kosinski’s works are described as ‘the self’ 

journeying to find personal fulfillment. Barbara Lupack rightly notes “To appreciate the cruel, ironic, suspenseful, oddly 

perverse yet highly moral world…one must first acknowledge the random succession of pain and joy, wealth and poverty, 

persecution and approbation” within Kosinski’s corpus. (Critical Essays on Jerzy Kosinski, 1). A phenomenological reading 

highlights the “high moral world, which has only been briefly considered. The problem with this kind of reading is the type of 

interlocutors that have been employed. Since fulfillment is not gained in any of Kosinski’s works a Schopenhauerian 

pessimism has followed. However there has been an attempt to correct this kind of reading with the use of Sartre and 

Heidegger but this kind of reading leads back to a non-moral interpretation. 
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     Keeping in mind Kosinski’s moral universe, one needs to treat his works phenomenologically 

in order to address the key ethical features within his texts. Thus, to treat the work with 

ontological observations would, as Levinas suggests, “Reduces the other to the same”362 and 

becomes “a philosophy of power”, a “philosophy of injustice.”363 A reading that encourages 

sameness, power and injustice is in no way Kosinski’s intent. He expressly notes the primary 

problem within The Painted Bird is the “law…of the traditional right of the stronger and 

wealthier over the weaker and poorer.”364  

          This chapter accentuates three different ways to read Kosinski’s strangers, and their 

relation to their given community: a Heideggerian and Sartrean reading over against a 

Levinasian reading.365 The next chapter will further develop these readings and offer an ethical 

reading which will describe Kosinski’s moral universe.  These three readings offer three different 

interpretations as to how Kosinski describes: what it means to be human, the human condition, 

and what is ethical in a broken world. But only one of these readings offers a radical ethic 

implicit in what it means to be human.  

                                                 

 362 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 42.  

 

 363 Ibid., 46.  

 

 364 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 4 

 

 365 Levinas, after reading and translating Husserl’s works, rearticulated phenomenology as a philosophy which grounds its 

method in ethics. Sean Hand notes that Levinas’ work Totality and Infinity is a clear and powerful summary of Levinas’ 

methodical and yet radical move away from Husserl’s transcendental idealism and Heidegger’s hermeneutics towards the 

ethical question of the meaning of being, presented in the face-ta-face relation” (75). Paul Ricoeur and Emmanuel Levinas 

examines phenomenology and with it ontological experience as an inquiry into the ethical. Like Levinas, Ricoeur recognizes 

narratives and the function of language as an act of self-identity and with it intrinsic meaning. For both authors, narratives, and 

with it language, imply a lived community with the ‘other’ which is fundamentally ethical. Levinas notes this demand at its 

foundation as “Thou shall not murder” and finds it true expression in the invitation of “après vous”. In both narratives and the 

invitation ‘being’ finds its identity.   
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           As one employs a Levinasian reading, Kosinski’s characters are irrevocably connected; 

the host and strangers are connected. The reader anticipates the salvation of one by the other (the 

host for the stranger) as the host elevates the other, turning away from the idea of the being-in-

the-world as bad faith, nausea, or the instrument of necessity. The host is the substitute, a kind of 

“salvation”, the salvation of the stranger.366  The host and stranger are ever present, and because 

of this, ethics is “not limited to preparing for the theoretical exercise of thought, which would 

monopolize transcendence”367; rather it is the host taking on an extreme form of responsibility 

risking his own being for the other’s being.  The host is to hold out his hand and not using the 

stranger who is ready-at-hand, the answer before the question.  

           Concerning the “Boy” in The Painted Bird, Kosinski notes, “There is an instinct...that 

makes these peasants consider the child is the one who must not be destroyed. …[In] their 

deepest thoughts lies the belief that while both the arrival and the appearance of the boy 

endanger them, yet he may have been sent to save.”368 Thus every community, indeed every 

person, within Kosinski’s moral universe is connected, anticipating responsibility one for the 

other, a salvation that is just out of reach. If one reads Kosinski’s characters with the themes that 

Levinas employs, the reader will understand what is to be condemned and what is to be 

condoned in Kosinski’s world. It offers a way to understand the phenomenological inquiries to 

which Kosinski often turns.  

                                                 

 366 When the critical presence of the Other will call in question this egoism it will not destroy its solitude. Solitude will be 

recognized in the concern for knowing, which is formulated as a problem of origin—inconceivable in a totality. 

 

 367 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 29. 

 

 368 Kosinski, Notes of the Author on The Painted Bird, 24. 
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CHAPTER 4 

AN INCOMPLETE HERMENEUTIC AND  

READING KOSINSKI ETHICALLY369 

 

          Most scholars of Kosinski’s The Painted Bird accentuate the dubious nature of Kosinski’s 

worldview, accentuating the ubiquitous, amoral compass within the work. Sanders even suggests 

that Kosinski “does not provide us with any moral guideline…The reader is guided to an area of 

experience… sifting through and refining much of the author’s imagery.”370 Sanders and a host 

of others argue that since Kosinski only describes inhospitable hosts, those locked away in a 

backward world, “isolated,” “inbred,” “ignorant,” “brutal,” superstitious, and lugubrious, an 

ethical compass cannot be mined. In short, these scholars explain that Kosinski’s landscape, 

events, and fixity are by nature unethical; as a result, an ethical foundation cannot be ascertained. 

This anti-ethical interpretation has become the pervasive hermeneutic for The Painted Bird.371 

                                                 

369 It is outside the scope of this dissertation to explain all the well documented reasons that an anti-ethical 

hermeneutical is in play. However, the two primary reasons for this hermeneutic are: Kosinski’s unsavory personal 

morality and the exaggerative nature of the grotesque in his novel. The former seems more speculative than 

documented (his comments on sex in the work Oral Pleasure or Sloan’s depiction of Kosinski as immoral in his 

biography). Much of the unsavory attitudes of Kosinski have to do with “The revelation…of Kosinski’s life…after 

his death, which became a topic of documentaries such as “The Passionate Eye: Sex, Lies and Jerzy Kosinski”. In 

2001, the Vineyard Theater in New York staged a play written by Davey Holmes entitled ‘More Lies about Jerzy 

Kosinski’. In this play he “was presented as a shallow man who was continuously searching for attention by telling 

impressive stories” (Annelies Wyngaerde, 19). The later seems disingenuous, as Kosinski says, since “almost none 

of those who chose to view the book as a historical novel bothered to refer to actual source material” (Afterwards to 

The Painted Bird, xxi). Just a preview of books like Jan Gross’ Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish 

Community in Jedwabne, Poland or his (Gross’) work entitled Golden Harvest offers a glimpse into the world of 

darkness where the peasants are characterized as unspeakably brutal.  

  

370 Ivan Sanders, “The Gifts of Strangeness: Alienation and Creation in Jerzy Kosinski’s Fiction”, 177. 

 
371 See: David Richter, Jerome Klinkowitz, Alan Rosen, and Stephen Katz.  
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As a result the novel is often treated as a horrific work of anti-ethical fiction, which is antithetical 

to Holocaust witnessing.372  

          Zsuzsanna Oszváth, recognizing the central theme of morality in Holocaust literature, says 

there is not any “subordinated… aesthetic goals” of communicating “the fundamental 

desideratum…about the Holocaust…[that is, to] communicate historical, moral, and 

metaphysical dimensions of this monumental event.”373  Thus, if one treats The Painted Bird, 

highlighting the lack of veracity of the events, or argues that The Painted Bird contains 

intentionally exaggerative plots, his work must become marginalized outside the world of 

Holocaust witnessing. Keeping in mind a moral grounding within the genre of Holocaust 

literature, either one uses a different method in reading Kosinski’s works, or it (The Painted 

Bird) must become an outlier within the Holocaust corpus.  

         Hatley explains Holocaust literature as demanding ethical responsibility, that is, the 

“universally necessary commandment that transcends all plots.”374 Ozsváth and Hatley, like 

many sensitive critics, contend that The Painted Bird is an “elaborate and fulsome, grotesque 

invention” which creates an “unbearable objective correlative to the ultimate horror, of humanity 

reduced to the animal, of the forces of evil allowed to reign unchecked.”375 This kind of reading 

                                                 

372 David Roskies and Naomi Diamant, Holocaust Literature: A History and Guide (Waltham, Brandeis 

University Press, 2012), 261.  

 
373 Z. Ozsvath, and M. Satz, “The Audacity of Expressing the Inexpressible: The Relation Between 

Moral and Aesthetic Considerations in Holocaust Literature”, 200. 

 
374 James Hatley, Suffering Witness The Quandary of Responsibility After the Irreparable (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2000), 6. 

 
375 Z. Ozsvath and M. Satz, “The Audacity of Expressing the Inexpressible: The Relation Between Moral 

and Aesthetic Considerations in Holocaust Literature”, 206. 
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demands one to recognize the hitherside of the grotesque if an ethical reading can be attained.    

However, readers (like Langer) discredit the work, analyzing it only as an elaborate fulsome 

invention without precedence. As a result, three conclusions can be drawn if one treats The 

Painted Bird as “fulsome,” “grotesque.” and manufactured exclusively. First the work remains in 

conjunction with the anti-ethical works like Kafka or Sartre (et. al.), outside the Holocaust 

corpus. Second, the work will only be a description of unbearable evil, an indictment on the 

grotesque within the work, thus akin to horror literature. And third, the work will not offer some 

important factors dealing with an indictment on the neighbors within the rural community. Thus, 

an accepted set of principles for where Holocaust literature directs will enable the reader to 

approach The Painted Bird observing Kosinski’s ethic. Moreover, an appropriate hermeneutical 

method will offer “the sensitive [critic a way to]…sift through conflicting moral interpretations 

of the aesthetic feat that constitutes The Painted Bird.”376 Since an appropriate hermeneutic has 

yet to be employed for this work, scholars do not believe a moral compass can be ascertained; 

thus the aforementioned two is how the work is normally treated.377 It is to the third that this 

dissertation turns.   

                                                 

376 Ibid.  

 
377 See: Ivan Sanders, “The Gifts of Strangeness: Alienation and Creation in Jerzy Kosinski’s Fiction”, 

The Polish Review 19 (3/4). (University of Illinois Press, 1974). Or Tracy Houston, “The Phenomenological Self 

in the Works of Jerzy Kosinski” (Electronic Theses and Dissertations, 2003). Sanders explains that Kosinski like 

Kafka uses each vignette within his novels cumulatively striking the reader with “grotesque and exaggerated” 

figures (182). Relating Kosinski’s characters to Sartre, Tracy Houston argues that each character displays a 

“conscious choice in defense of his Self, a point of strong belief for him.” He understands each character to escape 

elusively, stealing back his being in the world (6). Thomas Landess desires to relegate Kosinski’s corpus to the 

genre of the “sexually violent pornographic movie and argues that in the narrative, Kosinski achieves a sense of 

pain-in-sexuality akin to the best of the sadomasochistic pornographer’s art” (Lupack 30). Langer desires to 

classify The Painted Bird as a genre that accentuates “the complicity of evil when people are transformed into 

beasts” (Ibid.). Some critics even connect Kurt Vonnegut to Kosinski because of the overtly gratuitous sexual 
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          Kosinski scholars locate this anti-ethic at play within the Kosinskean corpus because of the 

grotesquely mystical rule within the world of The Painted Bird. Some scholars argue that 

Kosinski’s world accentuates disguises378 to prove two things: man’s inability to be at home in 

the external world and/or man’s inability to be at home within himself. They further argue that 

Kosinski’s characters remain in opposition to both (externality and internality). For example, 

Samuel Coale, interpreting The Painted Bird utilizing a Sartrean hermeneutic, argues that 

Kosinski’s characters define themselves in opposition to the external world; in essence, his 

strangers are non-beings until they tear themselves from the external stares of the collective 

community.379 Coale goes on to describe Kosinski’s ethic as impervious to any kind of 

collectivism, but Kosinski remains “obsessed” with it (collective ethic). Could it be, however, 

that Kosinski is offering an ethic, condemning the inhospitable communities, offering his ethical 

stance indirectly? Could it be that Kosinski shows the effect of an unethical world where man 

loses a sense of humanity because he cannot find a suitable interlocutor and with it 

responsibility?380  

                                                 

references (see: Sharon Rosenbaum Weinstein’s “Comedy and Nightmare: The Fiction of John Hawks, Kurt 

Vonnegut, Jr., Jerzy Kosinski, and Ralph Ellison”.  

378 In Being There Chance has his name changed three times to meet the demand that the world has on him. 

The orphan in The Painted Bird disguises himself as a devil, an angel, soldier and a peasant to escape the dangers of 

a frightening world. Moreover, Sloan, Kosinski’s biographer, accentuates the precarious world Kosinski 

imagination, and the only escape was to treat his life as a novel controlling his character (his life) even in his act of 

taking his own life. Thus an ethic is impossible to locate only a Sartrean sense of control and self-actualization.  

379 Samuel Coale, “The Quest for the Elusive Self: the Fiction of Jerzy Kosinski, Critique 14, no. 3 (1973): 

25.  

380 Bernhard Malkmus argues, in “The Picaresque Voice of Bare Life: Jerzy Kosinski’s The Painted 

Bird”, that…the victimized boy employs…an anthropological survival strategy of hatred…perpetually dying of 

vital human and social instincts. The boy may well survive, but he does so by losing his humaneness…” (Shofar: 

An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies Vol. 9 (Purdue University Press, 1990), 81). 
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          For Coale, Kosinski’s works feature protagonists who are beings-in/for-themselves, as 

concrete objects that have been reduced to an act without an “absolute value and the ideal of 

absolute being.”381 His interpretation centers on all the gawking, staring and gazing in The 

Painted Bird.382 For example the orphan, as he is apprehend and taken to his first shelter, is 

unwelcomed by hosts who come “to the hut to stare at [the orphan, while the orphan]…stared at 

a few of them straight in the eye, and they would rapidly avert their eyes or spit three times and 

drop their gaze.”383 Clearly this kind of staring describes a rivalry between the host and stranger; 

but after this staring contest, the boy does not gain a greater understanding of himself or the 

world; nor did he use his staring as a weapon even though he was advised that staring at “other 

people” could be a way to “unknowingly cast a spell over them.”384   

         In opposition to Coale’s interpretation, the orphan later uses his staring to embrace his role 

within the community as he is sold to an old peasant witch doctor. Here a different kind of 

staring becomes present, the kind of staring that is for ‘the other’ and not a rival to ‘the other’. 

The goal for this gaze was a way “to drive the sickness out of…[Olga’s]… patients.”385 For 

example, when Olga the wise took the boy from hut to hut to encounter other local peasants, he 

was to offer a healing gaze. Of Olga, the narrator explains that she “ordered me [the orphan]…to 

                                                 

381 Jennifer Rosato, “Sartre and Levinas as Phenomenologists” Philosophy Today (Vol. 58, No. 3), 471. 

 
382 Staring is used no fewer than 28 times; gaze is used no fewer than 17 times, while gawking, which is 
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stare at [the woman’s warm moist belly] without pausing, while she muttered some words and 

made various signs in the air over our heads.”386 On another occasion, the orphan was 

commanded “to stare” at a “gangrenous leg while the child alternately sobbed and fell asleep.”387 

It is no doubt that staring, gazing and gawking are important within the text, but none of these 

terms is used to tare from the gazer a sense of humanity as Coale suggests. Quite the opposite 

could be the case. 

         Coale uses a Sartrean lens to understand The Painted Bird; however this is a mistake. 

Kosinski features an SS officer in contrast to a pathetic priest. He illustrates the lack of 

protection the priest offers to the envious power of the SS officer. After the orphan in The 

Painted Bird traversed from one precarious episode to another, an SS officer threatened his life 

with unspeakable abuse. However, the boy did not condemn his accuser; rather the orphan 

envied the SS officer’s external power. The alienated boy “could not tear [his] gaze from him 

[the SS officer]. His entire person seemed to have something utterly superhuman about it.”388  

           Since the boy could not find security in a host’s protection, Kosinski offers his reader the 

result of a host who does not embrace the guest in need, the one who is already too late. Kosinski 

features gazing and staring in this episode not to encourage an isolated hope with a new image of 

a grotesque humanity, a new hope in a “wholly different force”389 but an outrageous confusion. 
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389 See “Ein moralisches Desaster” translated by Von Adam Soboczynski und Alexander Cammann. 

http://www.zeit.de/kultur/literatur/2016-10/martin-heidegger-briefe-antisemitismus accessed December 27, 2016. 
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This is a Levinasian confusion. The stranger remains in a state of confusion for the SS officer in 

the stranger’s proximity takes on extreme significance.  He is the “Sign given to the other and 

already a sign of this giving of signs, pure signification, proximity is not a confusion with 

another, which would be a way of resting in an avatar, but incessant signification, a restlessness 

for the other.”390 

         The SS officer had all the power to offer a salvific embrace but the SS officer fails to take 

on his infinite responsibility. Kosinski does not declare how the boy’s is to “be crushed by the 

chaos” if he does not escape this stare.391 Rather, Kosinski illustrates the boy’s desire to be 

protected with a communal hope; thus, the orphan could not “tear” his eyes from the SS officer’s 

external protection.   

        In a Sartrean reading, the orphan’s stare has the goal of possessing the SS officer’s 

humanity, the kind of humanity that takes the power necessary to overcome another. Neither the 

foreground for this occasion nor the outcome gives this impression. The foreground to this 

incident has everything to do with the orphan not having a place, a secure place to call home. 

The outcome illustrates the short-lived power that evil grants the orphan. The sequence within 

the book is important; initially the boy sought to please the community using his stares to cast 

out demons and diseases. He, then, found a priest who gave the boy temporary reprieve as he 

learned from the priest’s prayer book, the book which the orphan believed granted him greater 

protection from the community. Moreover, he turned to the priest’s talisman to find even greater 
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protection; but when he found the priest’s protection grossly lacking he despaired and admired 

an inevitable death. But before a death could be realized, the SS officer comes to his aid. 

However, the SS officer did not fulfill his responsible role as a human, ethical being. 

         Since the orphan could not find protection in these aforementioned people and instruments, 

he turned to “the head and crossbones,” embellishing the officer’s “tall cap.” 392 Kosinski 

illustrates the orphan’s “twinge of envy,” admiring “the glittering death’s—head and crossbones 

that embellished his tall cap”393 because no host was found. In no way did the orphan’s gaze 

offer a fulfilling ontological repossession as in a Sartrean reading. Rather, as he stared at the 

officer he loathed his pusillanimous existence. The orphan explained, “How good it would be to 

have such a gleaming and hairless skull instead of my Gypsy face which was feared and disliked 

by decent people”.394, 395 The world of the SS officer locally is the state of the world for this boy. 

However, the orphan bypassed the fear in face of the SS officer and stared at the image of death, 
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394 This scene particularly has connection to Hegel’s master-slave relationship where the slave begins to 

find satisfaction even in death; for here he had found his antithesis. Hegel argues that “the independence of the 

object… Achieve satisfaction only when the object itself effects the negation within itself; it must carry out this 

negation of itself in itself, for it is in itself the negative, and must be for the other what it is. Since the object is in 

its own self negation and in being so is at the same time independent, is consciousness… But the universal 

independent nature in which negation is present as absolute negation, is the genius as such, or the genius as self-

consciousness. Self-consciousness achieves its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness” (109-10). Three 

things can be gleaned from this scene. First, I believe Kosinski describes the boy’s self-loathing because he has 

yet to find another who will rectify his true humanity. Second, with a strong sense of irony he is condemning this 

totalizing philosophy. Third, Kosinski does not show the orphan’s true humanity in light of the SS officer rather 

he his showing the unwelcoming host who treats the boy “nonchalantly.” It is better to connect Kosinski to 

Levinas, as Clifton Spargo says in Vigilant Memory: Emmanuel Levinas, the Holocaust, and the Unjust Death, 

Levinas ethical position does not anticipate any kind of systematic philosophy as a matter of course Levinas’ 

ethical position could be characterized as an inverted Hegelianism (27-28).  
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for this was his only reprieve. Sanders, Coale, and Houston give the impression that the orphan 

necessitates a resurrection, a resurrection toward a protective individuality, neither a good nor 

bad individuality but only authentic, even if that authenticity is antisocial.  

          Sanders understands the work as “controlled, shaped inevitably by the point of view of a 

man who writes as an outsider, in an adopted language, torn between two worlds…in a state of 

suspended animation…[illustrating a]…series of significant changes… beneath the gothic tales 

of human evil in a quiet Bildungsroman…”396 fashion. For Sanders the orphan “seems utterly 

naive and ignorant about life and death” then in the end understands life and death as a power to 

retain. He suggests that this kind of power allows the boy to survive even at the expense of 

“losing his humaneness,” however, this loss does not take into consideration a kind of 

humanness in his last host, a ski instructor who “got up every morning…kneeling down to 

prayer” as the boy looked on “indulgently.”397 Sanders and Coale offer a partial reading of the 

text, a reading that rightly considers the significance of the host.   

          In Sanders and Coale’s reading, the implication is: the Gypsy loathes his inauthentic, 

normative and pusillanimous nature, and the only cure is to escape the crowd and possess and 

individuality that protects him from others. With this Sartrean/Heideggerian reading, the SS 

officer, the crowds, and the vicious animals within The Painted Bird are the only authentic, 

unique, and courageous figures in the work; for they either force the boy to become a surviving 
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individual or they are the figures whom the boy needs for survival.  This kind of reading does not 

offer any kind of ethical outlook and does not consider the end of the novel.   

          If one chooses this Heideggerian lens, Kosinski is elevating the power of the SS officer’s 

idyllic image, illustrating that this is an image the boy must aspire. If one rejects Coale and 

Sander’s reading, Kosinski is condemning a Heideggerian representation since the SS officer is 

the illustration of an immoral machination against the human condition. In light of the oppressive 

world governed by the totality of the SS officer’s “unfadable blackness” and the descriptive, 

sordid tone of men “with harrowed faces, with smashed eyes, bloody, bruised and disfigured 

limbs, among the fetid, broken human bodies”, Kosinski uses a strong sense of irony as he 

references the “superhuman…perfection” of this sullied officer.398 In short, in no way does    

Kosinski illustrate an idyllic nature with this malevolent autocrat. Rather it is apropos to describe 

the utter separation between the boy and the SS officer. As a matter of course, the officer’s gaze 

at his would-be-victim “Nonchalantly” advances the separation within The Painted Bird.  

          For Coale, Kosinski does not describe valuable or intrinsically good beings who are 

uniquely able to save another. Each character—soldiers, a gypsy, women and crowds—is an 

event that has neither intrinsic worth nor moral scruples. Coale, using a Sartrean lens, describes 

the orphan as a being “isolated…by [his] total positivity” through which “nothing can 

happen…except for nothingness.”399 The orphan contains neither goodness nor heroism; rather 
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the only thing that remains is a “haunting consciousness.”400 The orphan’s “existential situation 

of subject object” is his reality, which is an “inescapably certain fundamental attitude” that is 

comparable to “nausea and bad faith.”401  

          For Coale, the stranger and community exist not in conjunction with one another but in 

competition. It is this kind of interpretation that Long and Hakutani accentuate when they 

describe the parade of barbarism that is ubiquitous within The Painted Bird. The lens for this 

interpretation encourages The Painted Bird to remain relegated to the hellish confines of 

nihilism: the rebellion of a metaphysical universe, devaluation of life and property, justice and 

hope.402 These aforementioned critics described the work as “shocking,” useful only to force 

Holocaust literature to the surface, but now should be demoted to horror fiction. This trend, led 

by Langer, Sanders, Wyngaerde, Roskies, Rosen, and Katz, links Kosinski’s work to authors like 

Heidegger, Camus, and Sartre, whose works accentuate gratuitous evil. Furthering this type of 

interpretation, Langer describes the orphan as an anti-Darwinian figure who lost his “link with 

his human heritage” and thereby his “ethical responsibility.”403  Langer’s comments suggest that 

the orphan’s lost link to humanity is a kind of reverse Bildungsroman. However, neither the 

structure nor the characters are touchstones for such comments.  

                                                 

400 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 61. See also Sartre’s understanding of being-for-others in Being and 

Nothingness where he explains the haunting fear of others. He says “at the very moment when I live my senses as 
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         Concerning the structure, the orphan’s first and last communities contain similarities. The 

initial chapters and the last contain communities that threatened the child’s life and his 

engagement with humanity; but the child’s separation from his human heritage does not widen, 

neither does his ethical responsibility. Rather the opposite is the case.  The first 15 chapters 

created an ominous sense of the superstitious, for it invaded the community and remained as a 

poltergeist of demise. Even when the boy’s life was threatened, he remained hesitant to pursue 

revenge and murder.404 Even at the lowest point in the novel, after the boy sold himself to the 

accuser’s devil, the boy had the opportunity to burn Anulka alive. He chose instead to poke her 

with a stick sending her “screaming and calling for help from the Lord and all the saints, 

stumbling over the poles supporting the tomato plants in the garden.”405 The boy’s link to 

humanity remained, even when he desired to be identified with his accusers’ power.   

           After the orphan was delivered from the superstitious communities, in the next two 

chapters, Russians educated him, jettisoning God as a disloyal guest. With the rejection of the 

Divine, his new friends rebuffed man’s uniqueness. Even though this new human heritage was 

perilous, it was at least protective, which was different from the second through the fourteenth 

                                                 

404 One could rightly detract from this interpretation citing from chapter 12 when the boy identified with 

the Germans who “must have sold his soul to the Devil at birth. This was the source of their power and 

strength…I myself hated many people. How many times had I dreamed of the time when I would be strong 
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had a future to give to them, that eventually my hatred and appetite for evil would grow like a noxious weed, 

spreading its seed over many fields…I felt stronger and more confident. The time of passivity was over; the belief 

in good, the power of prayer, altars, priests, and God had deprived me of my speech. My love for Ewka, my desire 

to do anything I could for her, also met with its proper reward” (154). However, this chapter contains both 

misguided love and misguided hate. I will return to this section in chapter five; but suffice it to say this chapter is 

the lowest point in the story, the place where the orphan fully identifies with his accusers.   
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chapters. Gavrila and Mitka, the orphan’s new friends, dismantled the superstitious community, 

which became a kind of renewal for the orphan. With this renewal he embraced an instruction 

that began to disrupt the totality of his being.  Gavrila and Mitka became valuable host until they 

began to create a tyrannical synthesis. They instructed the boy that heroes and villains were 

“entangled with each other like the roots and branches of the great tree in the forest, each tree 

struggling for more moisture from the soil and more sunshine from the sky.”406 The singularity 

of “the great tree” and the “struggling branches” furthers the image of singularity, tyranny, and 

synthesis.  

           For this community, neither man’s goodness nor beneficence is valuable; for each 

individual learns how to overcome the other to fight for “moisture from the soil and more 

sunshine from the sky.” In the previous community, materiality was grotesque and valueless, but 

in this new community materiality is elevated to the status of divinity. Heroes and villains were 

not moral binaries, nor are they unique from one another; rather they are entangled with one 

another, giving the reader the impression that this community is treacherous because of its 

singularity. Kosinski is not elevating this collective community; rather he is describing it as a 

way to escape from the fire of superstition into the frigid confines of a stifling world. Both 

contain intrinsic barriers for man to become a responsible human, but the collective is better than 

the superstitious.    

           In the next two chapters, Gavrila and Mitka take the boy to live in an orphanage. At the 

orphanage, the boy embodied his collective tutelage, never parting from his Russian guidance. 

                                                 

406 Ibid., 194. 



 

155 

Mitka offered the boy a gift prior to his departure, a soldier’s uniform that represented his newly 

found hope and guidance from his Russian education.  He wore Mitka’s uniform as an 

endowment and a protective shield. He fought to keep this uniform, and fought against all who 

challenged his new found hope. The boy “slept with [his] tunic and trousers folded under [his] 

mattress for safekeeping. After a while my long-unwashed uniform began to smell, but I still 

refused to part with it even for a day.”407 This uniform offered protection but not responsibility. 

He even went on to say, “I slept in my uniform with a knife in one pocket and a wooden 

knuckle-duster in the other.”408 While in the orphanage, he longed for the collective community 

that he had to leave. Even “with my uniform in shreds after a sleepless night…I was sorry to 

leave my friends, the night people.”409  

          In the first chapter, he left his home to be precariously protected; the community gave the 

boy a place to live, but the housing did not become bad to worse. The only clear movement 

remains with the beginning and the end. Even in this orphanage, the progressions seem to move 

beyond materiality to an ultimate sense of humanity, a desire for self-preservation with being 

responsible for the other. Levinas explains that Humanism also must “be denounced… because it 

is not sufficiently human.”410 The orphan must become responsible for another and become open 

for a host. It is in this way the orphan as a host, and a host for the orphan, becomes “sufficiently 

human.” 
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          The bookends to the novel do not show a progression but a succession. The boy traveled, 

searching for an appropriate interlocutor, and the only one stifled the boy from becoming an 

agent of salvation; however, this does not imply, as Langer suggests, his departure from his 

human heritage.411 Rather, he longed to be with those who welcomed him, those who offered 

him education and nourishment. But in the orphanage and with his Russian tutelage, he still 

lacked a sense of the infinite, “the overflowing of finite thought by its content.”412 The relation 

between principle and people, that is, the relation with the face, with the other absolutely other 

which I cannot contain, the other in this sense infinite…”413 The boy moved from prizing power 

to prioritizing an interlocutor, one that will give him back his ability to speak. Moving from the 

collective community with the Russians rather than the noisy, yet voiceless community of the 

orphanage, he was given an open space to find the infinite.  

          In the last chapter, the boy was sent to the snowy mountains where he observed “an old ski 

instructor kneeled down for prayer” early in the morning. The orphan was perplexed; thus he 

“looked on [his new instructor] indulgently.” There he found a man who rejected the Russian 

usurpation of the Divine; for, as the narrator explained, this new instructor “could not accept the 

idea that he was alone in the world and could expect no assistance from anyone.”414 Kosinski 

neither rejects the instructor’s desire for the Divine nor does he illustrate the instructor’s prayer 
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as a mere opiate for the masses.  This prayer was a glimpse into a kind of restoration that begins 

the task becoming truly human.  

          As the orphan spent time in the new mountainous community, he “began to recite words 

and sentences…The voice lost in a faraway village church had found me again and filled the 

whole room.”415 The idea of divinity, the voice of another, and appropriate protection gave the 

boy the opportunity to find the kind of solace for a developing humanity.  

          Concerning the succession of the story in opposition to the idea of regression, the boy in 

his brief stay in his first home was treated with derision, then sold to the witch doctor where he 

learned, even incorrigibly, to help the community with his healing gaze. In his last home the 

Russian soldiers taught the boy to read, write, and think heroically even hopelessly. At this last 

home, the narrator explains, even with the use of a double-entendre, “I was too thin and not 

growing;” as a result he had to move again to a space that was less confining. There he learned to 

speak, even with a voice that was not yet his.416 The structure of the book is not a movement 

downward to describe the boy as an anti-Darwinian figure, but spasmodically within the 

communities where the boy loses his ability of speech, then locates it again in the open, cold 

mountainous community where he finds his mother and father, the hope for a reconnection. 

There is no clear upward and downward within The Painted Bird but a critical observation about 
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indifference and the host/guest relationship. Kosinski illustrates the effects of a host who does 

not properly house his guest and how the relationship effects a community.  

          Moving beyond a Sartrean reading, represented by Langer, Sanders (et.al.), where 

Kosinski represents an anti-ethical storyteller, Tracy Houston turns to phenomenology as a way 

to locate Kosinski’s moral universe. However, he too fails to find Kosinski’s moral compass 

because he uses interlocutors that do not accentuate a moral grounding. He describes The 

Painted Bird as a fixed world which needs to be transcended. He accentuates the orphan’s 

“Phenomenological Self” as a self-determining being. Houston argues that Kosinski describes 

“the Self as that which must be determined by the individual and not by the Other.”417 To 

elucidate the ontological within The Painted Bird, Houston evokes Heidegger and Sartre.  

However, he oscillates between a Heideggerian and Sartrean reading liken unto James 

Hutchinson. He says, “Being aware of both Heidegger and Sartre” Kosinski’s protagonists 

describe how the orphan and Chance “disallowed ‘the Other’ to determine who [they are] by 

removing the Other’s power of knowledge, which is “the moral of [Kosinski’s] parable.”418 For 

his hermeneutical foundation, Houston is preoccupied with Kosinski’s biographer. Gleaning 

from Sloan, he depicts Kosinski as the self-determined auto-fictional novelist, who protects “the 

boundaries of that fragile innermost repository” of the self.419 With this depiction—tying the 

author tightly to his protagonist—he imposes on Kosinski, the author, the orphaned child, and 

vice-versa, with the result of mis-identifying both. This way of reading greatly affects the 
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interpretation and the weighty references within the texts, which results in truncating all three 

(the author/protagonist, interpretation, and weighty references).  

      However, from Houston three important issues can be mined. First, ‘the Self’ and its 

interaction with the community are Kosinski’s primary focus within his works. Second, the 

“metaphor for the constant struggle of dominance between Self and Other” is present but needs 

more attention. Third, Kosinski’s preoccupation with inter-subjectivity is a key feature within the 

Kosinskian corpus. However, since he turns to Heidegger and Sartre, the tension within    

Kosinski’s novels does not foreshadow the easing of the suspense or a moral outlook, but the 

reoccurrence of the same event. Thus, the interpretation of the “moral…parable” cannot be 

established.420 As a matter of course, Houston (et. al.) fails to explain what Kosinski anticipates 

for this interaction.  He cannot locate the foreshadowing effect of the community and the 

individual, if the orphan or the community garners an appropriate connection. Since this 

interaction cannot be known or understood, all of Kosinski’s preoccupations remain a mystery 

for Houston, and readers are only left to turn back to the concretely grotesque.  

          For Houston, when ‘the Self’ is thrown into the community, it must find a way to tear 

itself away to repossess its ‘being-in-the-world’. However, since there is no tearing away and 
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Sartrean and Nietzschean critiques; however using these perspectives the fail to notice the ethical demand of non-

indifference. For example David Webb in his work Heidegger, Ethics and the Practice of Ontology argues that 

Heidegger’s understanding of a foundational ground of the Good or the Truth does not have a direct ethical 

implication. He says, “The agathon…has no direct ethical interpretation: it does not yield a specific goal or 

orientation for action. As a declaration of the formal condition of accomplishment, it indicates that the 

accomplishment of human existence will lie in the achievement of a given relation to its end” (24). (London: 

Continuum, 2009. (Continuum Studies in Continental Philosophy). Using any of these aforementioned perspective 

cannot yield the demand an ‘Other’ to act as a substitute, or have the ability to hear the cry of the other as a 

summons. 
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finding ‘the Self’ for Kosinski’s characters, Houston struggles to locate Kosinski’s moral 

universe. Thus, Houston explains Kosinski’s universe as “the constant struggle of dominance 

between Self and Other, as well as a manifestation of the frustration generated by a failure” for 

any kind of inter-subjective connection.421 Again, Houston connects Kosinski’s world to Sloan’s 

biographical sketches rather than a close reading of Kosinski’s works; as a result he fails to 

locate the appropriate philosophical interlocutor to interpret Kosinski’s “parables.”  There is no 

doubt that the orphan in The Painted Bird and Chance in Being There are ‘beings’ who 

experience the dizzying effects of the community, where both (the community and the strangers) 

remain mystified by each other’s salvation; but this does not prove that Kosinski is infatuated 

with death or masochism, as a host of critics suggest.  

         Allegorically, Houston references Kosinski’s erotic scenes to describe the impotence of 

“The Self” and “The Other” as they experience each other while remaining locked from one 

another’s caress. For Houston, the two selves in Kosinski’s works are the subjective Self, which 

“is defined as…the ‘true Self’…unavailable to the Other”, and the objective Self, which is “often 

constructed by the Other, through the use of labels, prejudice, and habit.”422 Houston believes 

that the sexual exposés in The Painted Bird are examples of these two selves, continually barred 

from one another, where each is walled from the other in a kind of cold war. Of The Painted 

Bird, Houston says, “Sex was not a gratuitous attempt to titillate readers, but a sharp spotlight on 

the futile desire to become a subjective Self that can be known within a collective of two (or 

                                                 

421 Houston, The Phenomenological Self in the Works of Jerzy Kosinski, 31. 

 
422 Ibid., ii. 
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more).”423 For Houston, Kosinski describes the inability of the subjective Self to reveal itself to 

the objective self; they are isolated, hidden from the ‘other’ forever. They are identified only 

when they are synthesized.  Houston’s perception of the sexual scenes is tenable; however 

Houston’s overt generalization encourages readers to neglect some of the more tender parts of 

the novel. This wrongful lumping of all erotic scenes together causes the ravenous scenes to be 

incorporated with the rapturous, which is the reason many argue for Kosinski’s a-moralism or 

anti-ethics within The Painted Bird.  

         His interpretation demands that all the sexual encounters in The Painted Bird be battles 

between the two selves as they compete with one another in an egocentric rivalry.  The way 

Houston describes the erotic encounters is liken unto the two selves playing a dangerous game of 

chicken; that is, either ‘The Self’ or ‘The Other’ recoils from each other’s caress, remaining 

intact but irrevocably separated.424 And, if one does not recoil, the larger, more dominant figure 

kills off the smaller, more delicate figure. The smaller figure represents the subjective self while 

the larger the objective. With Houston’s interpretation the ‘two selves’ remain dangerous to each 

other’s needs. Since Houston did not consider a different interlocutor for his interpretation, the 

                                                 

423 Ibid., 31. 

 

424 He never refers to the grizzly, grotesque scene when Rainbow and the Jewess were locked in a surreal 

erotic war. This scene could have been helpful to his argument. However, in the scene, allegorically the girl and the 

grotesque, pedophile are symbols of the objective and subjective selves waging an untenable battle where one is left 

“stretched out flat, covered from head to foot with a horse blanket.” In this case, the interior or subjective self is left 

lifeless, while the objective self is enveloped back into the community. “His shouts brought first a band of barking 

dogs, then some alarmed men with axes and knives…The old woman came, kneeled by the locked couple, and did 

something to them with the help of others” (104). They were separated but the cost was death to ‘the other’. 
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subjective Self and ‘the Other’ are forever locked away from one another in Kosinski’s works; 

thus his interpretation is, at best, incomplete.425 

           Seeking to bolster his claim, Houston explains that Kosinski’s suicide in May of 1991 was 

an act of self-determination, connecting him to Camus and Sartre. He argues that Kosinski’s 

separation from the crowd pronounces his self-determination and a Sartrean existential 

fulfillment. He ominously connects Kosinski’s article that was written several years prior to his 

suicide, where Kosinski says, “…even in self-destruction, his shadow outlives him. He imposes 

on other people the necessity of remembering and for judging him, for summarizing him as a 

character.”426 Houston argues that this was a self-fulfilling prophecy, which is a stretch finding 

little or no support. Whether or not Kosinski was predicting his death in this publication, one 

thing is certain: Kosinski was not pronouncing personal fulfillment through suicide.427 As 

                                                 

                 425 To connect Kosinski to the phenomenology of the split self and its relation to the community, Houston could have 

referenced Kosinski’s allusion to Camus’s disenfranchised characters to gain a greater appreciation of Kosinski’s strangers and 

how to treat their caresses. He would have also noticed that Kosinski does not treat the stranger this way.  In Kosinski’s short 

article featuring Camus’s The Stranger, both the community (the objective self) and the ‘true being’ (the subjective self) are 

barred from one another, but for Camus there is a kind of fulfillment when they are irrevocably separated. 

         Camus’s protagonist, Meursault, seems to find fulfillment as he wins the battle between the self and the community through 

death. The crowds “jeer [and] “spit at him…[as]…he is executed” and with this separation Meursault finds fulfillment being torn 

from the community clutches (Passing by, 239). This irrevocable separation of the-being-in-the-world and the-being-from-the-

world is a kind of fulfillment for Camus’s Meursault. However, when Kosinski references this stranger, it is not to show parallels 

to this irrevocable seclusion, but to offer divergences to point out Camus’s faulty description of fulfillment. This is what 

Hutchinson and Houston missed.  

          Just after Kosinski explains Meursault’s disposition, he argues that this example is a “paper thin” example of fulfillment. 

To prove this further, Kosinski connects Meursault with his protagonist in Steps. In Steps the main character never amalgamates 

into the community rather he escapes social control and transcends the community and does not find fulfillment. With this 

separation Kosinski’s protagonist remains the community’s nemesis and not its deliverance. It is this kind of separation that 

Kosinski calls a “paper thin” fulfillment. Kosinski points to the absence of an interlocutor and thus the absence of what it means 

to be a responsible human. Kosinski’s strangers have more dissimilarities than similarities to Camus’s The Stranger. Unlike 

Camus’s stranger, Kosinski does not offer fulfillment with his estranged characters as they remain irrevocably separated from the 

community. Since Houston sets his gaze on Kosinski’s biography and not on a close reading of Kosinski’s works, he does not 

show the effect of the stranger’s alienation. Kosinski’s stranger is a concrete person, an orphan who needs the protection from a 

host, Sartre’s is a self, floating above the crowd’s subjugation.  

 

               426 Kosinski, Passing by, 231. 

 
427 Also unlike Sartre and Camus, Kosinski’s characters are not suicidal, and even if there are 

characteristics, they are not central to Kosinski’s work like the other story-tellers. As a matter of course each of 
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aforementioned the conflation of the character and the author leaves both insurmountable for 

Kosinski understands life and all of its challenges as an opportunity for greater fulfillment. 

Taking control of one’s death through suicide is not in keeping with any of Kosinski’s short 

articles or interviews.428  Kosinski’s strangers need a host whereas Sartre’s stranger desires to 

escape the bondage of the crowd. 

Erotic Scenes as Phenomenological 

          In order to explain the erotic scenes as a phenomenological experience of battle and 

caprice, Houston spent ample time on the crowds’ grotesque exploits perpetrated on the 

marginalized. However, not all the erotic scenes in The Painted Bird are a competition where 

one person is seeking to overpower the other. Houston’s interpretation is flawed as one considers 

at least two scenes that feature fulfilling caresses in The Painted Bird.  As the crowd 

marginalized its strangers, they (the strangers) were left to each other’s fulfilling embrace. For 

example, stupid Ludmila429 and Lekh’s430 encounter describes how one fulfills the desire for the 

other. The narrator explains how Lekh “rushed eagerly toward her and they stood together, 

                                                 

his characters live from one place to another even dangerously, looking for a kind of fulfillment which seems to 

exist somewhere.  

 
428 See Kosinski, Passing By with all of his expressions of love and the gift of life (5, 11, 18, etc.); also 

Oral Pleasure (34, 43, 134, 297, etc.). 

 
429 The ironic overtones with this name seem rife. The name Ludmila is the Russian name that has two 

different cognates. The Russian word lyudi means people or of the people while the term milu (or mila) means 

love. Thus the ironic idea with this name is a person loved by the community. The only way this embrace can 

occur has to do with the responsibility of the host, Lekh.   

  
430 The name Lekh, like the name Ludmila, also contains connotative overtones. The name Lekh is 

Hebraic in origin and carries at least a couple of different meanings. One could be self-absorbed and the other 

means to proceed in a god-fearing way. This is what God said to Abraham when he commanded him “to go” 

Genesis 12:1. The Hebrew imperative for halakh (the way one is to walk following God’s command) is lekha or 

lekh.  
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swaying slightly like the grass around, almost growing into each other like two tree trunks rising 

up from a single root.”431  

           In this scene, the couple is described in transformative tones, the transformation from the 

primitive and instinctual to the mature and lucid, having transfixed intimacy, featuring 

appropriate caresses. Levinas rightly describes the caress as a mysterious seeking, the 

“fundamental disorder” of “not knowing.” “It is a game with something slipping away, a game 

absolutely without project or plan, not with what become ours or us, but with something other, 

always other always inaccessible, and always still to come.”432    There is no order or goal; the 

one caresses the other in a face-to-face encounter. Lekh seeks Ludmila but they remain locked 

away from the community. This is an example of Levinas’ understanding of the face-to-face 

encounter. This encounter is “without intermediary, and is furnished for us in the eros where, in 

the other’s proximity, distance is integrally maintained, and whose pathos is made of both this 

proximity and this duality.”433 The man and woman kissed each other’s hair and eyes, and 

rubbed cheek against cheek. There embrace becomes intoxicating for one another. Each was 

intoxicated by the other’s  

…touch and smell slowly their hands became more playful. Lekh moved his big, 

callous paws over the smooth arms of the woman while she drew her face closer 

to his. Together they slid down to the tall grass which now shook above their 

bodies, partly concealing them from the curious gaze of the birds gyrating over 

the clearing.434  

                                                 

431 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 49. 

 
432 Levinas, Time and the Other, 89. 

 
433 Ibid., 94. 

 
434 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 49. 
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For Kosinski, this kind of sexual encounter is “truly… Positive and fulfilling. It brings about a 

sense of being alive.”435 This lively encounter describes what is fulfilling, that is, how the host 

and stranger embrace. The intoxicating touches and smells transformed the two; but it is the 

playful embrace of the host which enraptures and unlocks the strangers to enjoin herself to him. 

Ludmila and Lekh’s short encounter points not to the eroticism of pornography but an ethical 

compass.  

         This kind of affection illustrates how the stranger does not find fulfillment in the host’s 

embrace, but the embrace deepens the love that each have for the other. This scene is reminiscent 

of Levinas’ understanding of love, the kind of love that “the Desired does not fulfill it, but 

deepens it.”436 If this embrace does not find fulfillment, all creation suffers. Since their love 

could remain as a welcoming embrace, Lekh’s “wistful smile on his lips” turned to “a silent 

rage” as he became “tired and withdrawn.” This withdrawal foreshadows a transformation within 

the community, the degradation of the world, and the inability of the world to ward off the 

rodents plaguing it. The world depends on the host and stranger’s embrace, and because Ludmila 

and Lekh could not locate each other’s embrace, Lekh’s world of beautiful birds decreased while 

the lizards, rodents, and snakes increased, plaguing the community.437 Kosinski accentuates this 

divide with Lekh’s songs of longing, as his “grief” which spread “over the bogs like a heavy 

                                                 

435 Jerzy Kosinski, Oral Pleasure: Kosinski as Storyteller, “Jerusalem Post 1988” (New York: Grove 

Press, 2012), 267. 

 
436Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 34. 

 
437 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 52. 
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winter fog. The man’s deep, sorrowful voice rose...The song soared along with the flocks of 

migrating birds but grew remote as it reached the abysmal depths of the forests.”438 Thus, 

because the precarious hosts within the community do not allow the two to find a fulfilling 

embrace with each other, all creation suffers. 

         In The Painted Bird this longing does not describe misplaced affection but an appropriate 

desire; this kind of longing for love is to be taken to be the satisfaction of a sublime hunger. 

Lekh’s reaction to this lack of affection (killing his birds) does not show this love to be 

inappropriate, but it does show that “most of our desires and love too are not pure.”439 This 

longing describes an ultimate lack, the lack of an appropriate caress from an appropriate 

interlocutor, the lack of a welcoming host and the community that prevents it.    

 The second scene reveals how the boy remembers Ewka’s caresses, prior to her forced 

obscenities. Of Ewka, the boy says,  

I recalled the moments I had passed with Ewka. How differently I treated her. My 

touch was gentle; my hands, my mouth, my tongue, hovered consciously over her 

skin, soft and delicate like gossamer floating in windless warm air. I continually 

sought out new sensitive places unknown even to her, bringing them to life with 

my touch, as rays of sunshine revive a butterfly chilled by the cool air of the 

autumn night. I remembered my elaborate efforts and how they released within 

the girl’s body some yearnings and tremors that otherwise would have been 

imprisoned there forever. I freed them, wanting her only to find pleasure in 

herself.440 

  

                                                 

438 Ibid., 52. 

 
439 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 34. 

 
440 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 163. 
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Liken unto the scene with Ludmila and Lekh, Ewka and the orphan had a tender encounter 

serving one another delicately.  

          The orphan did not exploit Ewka; rather, he “sought out new sensitive places unknown 

even to her, bringing them to life with my touch.” He did not desire personal pleasure but 

freedom, not solitude but solace, “wanting her only to find pleasure in herself.” He did not 

demand his interlocutor to become enmeshed in the totality of his being; rather, she was to 

remain herself so that he could offer her the pleasure that she needed. Both of these scenes 

feature appropriate caresses which remain in contrast to the society’s desire to totalize the other, 

especially as one considers the scenes that directly follow these two aforementioned.441  

          Houston rightly reminds the reader that Kosinski’s sex scenes were not “gratuitous 

attempts to titillate readers”, but a way to describe “futile desire to become a subjective Self.”442 

Even though my interpretation distances itself from Houston, he is correct to point to the fact that 

there is more to the sex scene than just unfulfilled pleasure. Here Kosinski contrasts the freedom 

between Ewka and the Boy and all other relationships. The boy explains how he “treated her” 

gently “like gossamer floating in windless warm air” while “wanting her only to find pleasure in 

herself.” The two strangers consistently would steal away to be revived through each other’s 

caress. Kosinski describes this caress as “rays of sunshine”, reviving “a butterfly chilled by the 

cool air of the autumn night.” For them, their lives were awakened as they found pleasure 

                                                 

441 A gang of women kill Ludmila in an obscene act; similarly Ewka father and brother demand Ewka to 

perform bestial acts with one of the farm animals.   

 
442 Tracy Houston, “The Phenomenological Self in the Works of Jerzy Kosinski”, 31. 
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together; and when they separated an overwhelm sense of improprieties stood in contrast to their 

embrace.  

         These scenes prove that Kosinski does not seek to exploit life or exaggerate reality, but to 

confront the atrocities that life brings, as they contrast what a truly human, appropriate caress is. 

Clearly in the broken world of genocide and gross privation, true humanity is discovered only 

with a trace, the loving embrace between the host and stranger. The two aforementioned scenes 

direct the reader’s attention to what is moral and eternal, namely, a face-to-face, or better the 

“cheek against cheek”, encounter where one seeks the benefit of the other. This is the kind of 

humanity to which Kosinski directs his readers. Levinas explains that this relationship with  

…the Other, the face-to-face with the Other, the encounter with a face that at once 

gives and conceals the Other, is the situation in which an event happens to a 

subject who does not assume it, who is utterly unable in its regard, but where 

nonetheless in a certain way it is in front of the subject.443 

 

The face-to-face interrupts the synchrony of time; Lekh and Ludmila’s face-to-face caress and 

the orphan’s encounter with Ewka awakens her; their love deepens. It is here that he remembers 

and experience “an event.” An event is the experience when the subject becomes enraptured 

between two worlds “utterly unable in its regard” to evaluate time chronologically. It is here that 

stranger is in “front of the subject” and the host caresses the stranger for her sake. It is this kind 

of human connection that Kosinski explains as 

…an extraordinary gift, a gift like no other, and one that should be worshiped 

moment to moment…because at this moment, this is the only spiritual reality I 

have.444 

 

                                                 

443 Levinas, Time and the Other, 79. 

 
444 Kosinski, Oral Pleasure, 42. 
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          This is what Levinas understands as an event, a revelatory experience, an experience 

where the host responds to the stranger and the stranger is opened up to an infinite possibility in 

the other’s embrace. It is the other who I must be aware of, and this awareness forbids me to 

deprive the other of his needs. It is in the face-to-face encounter where one has the opportunity to 

embrace the other righteously, seeking the benefit for the other, the salvation of the other that is 

just out of reach for the one alone. Kosinski features unrelenting loneliness and the need for the 

host to mitigate the pain of the stranger with his face-to-face encounter.  

          What Coale and many others seem to overlook is Kosinski’s use of un-mitigating, 

alienated characters, characters who need a kind of communal ethic, a moral foundation to locate 

the self and its relation to the world. In other words, Kosinski’s disenfranchised characters are 

described as “existing without a history…creating the means”445  for survival while having 

“nothing to do, nowhere to go.”446 Kosinski’s ‘Moral Universe’ is unfounded if there is not an 

implied moral grounding. Since his characters are filled with the “anxiety for the morrow and the 

pain of labor,” philosophically this implies a “metaphysical desire” for an Other.447 The 

separation that his characters feel is due to “the very structure of separation…for the separated 

and self-sufficient being, did not hear the muffled rustling of nothingness back unto which the 

elements flow and are lost;” 448 rather he hears the yawning desire for “the Other” who “comes to 

                                                 

445 Kosinski, Pinball, 56. 

 
446 Ibid., 305. 

 
447 Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, 146. 

 
448Ibid. 
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me concretely in the ethical impossibility of committing…murder.”449 As the host locates and 

meets the need of the stranger in a face to face encounter, the host is either agitated to anger or 

absolution.  

          Through the character’s journeys, Kosinski offers an implicit ethical foundation, where the 

reader decries the fact that no ethical community exists. In these disparaging communities, 

Kosinski announces that the stranger needs a host, and a host needs to be responsible for a 

stranger. “The pessimism of dereliction is hence not irremediable—man holds in his hands the 

remedy for his ills, and the remedies preexist the ills.”450 Through separation, need and 

dereliction, Kosinski demands the reader to imagine the preexistence of a remedy, the moral 

responsibility between the strangers and hosts.  

           In The Painted Bird, the orphan finds his home nowhere, but locates temporary residence 

around the countryside, ever-searching for a welcoming host. The host and stranger remain 

locked from one another; salvation is out of reach because the host does not take on his 

messianic role, responding to the stranger’s vulnerability. The precarious nature of the boy’s 

journey carries the suspense throughout the work. Kosinski describes his strangers as always in 

need, and this need is continuous and so to the journey. The yawning need in these scenes is not 

for the personal cogito to be rediscovered, but the longing for a host, an appropriate interlocutor. 

With each of his novels his characters are locked from each other and are impenetrable without a 

welcome, a vulnerability and nakedness which is implied within Kosinski’s alienated stranger. 

                                                 

449 Ibid., 171. 

 
450 Ibid., 146. 
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Since each character is barred from the other with this impenetrable force, a fully responsible and 

fostering humanity remains unknown.  

Kosinski’s Grounding and Ethical Storytelling  

         Kosinski accentuates how societal and religious leaders wielded their power to guard 

against intruders; but as they wielded this power, they became impervious to the stranger’s 

needs. In a moral universe, the reader anticipates leaders who will wield their influence to help 

strangers, showing human care; but in Kosinski’s universe host’s neglect their responsibility, 

thus the hither side of an unwelcome is Kosinski’s moral universe. Even though Kosinski 

condemns these leaders’ base treatment of the strangers, he does not allow his strangers to 

abandon their mission as in Camus or Sartre’s works. 

        Kiki Kosinski, Jerzy Kosinski’s widow, compiled a host of her late husband’s interviews 

and articles in a work entitled Oral Pleasure. In one of these articles, Jerzy Kosinski offers his 

readers a glimpse into the grounding for his stories with his choice of characters and themes. 

Connecting his storytelling to his Judaism, explaining his obsession, his identity and his ethical 

imagination as fundamentally Jewish451, he said he is “a storytelling, Polish Jew...A 

                                                 

451 It is true that he denied his Judaism when Elie Wiesel asked him of his Judaism after Wiesel read and 

critically appraised his work, The Painted Bird. Even when he came from Poland to America he kept to his pen 

name to separate his Judaism from political appraisal. But, he offered at least a tacit explanation to a congregation in 

New York, caustically saying that if one identifies themselves as a Jew after the Holocaust he is creating a “self-

imposed ghetto instead of re-embracing the Jewish ethos that celebrates life” (Lecture at New York’s Congregation 

Emanu-El in 1990). He went on to say that many Jews “have chosen as their identity not their historical identity but 

an ID card with Auschwitz-Birkenau written on it in capital letters as large as we could possibly imagine.” For 

Kosinski he was not anti-Jewish or anti-Polish but was allergic to categories and inauthentic identities. To read more 

explanation of his interviews and fundamental troubled disposition and identity. See Sam Kerbel, “The Tainted Bird: 

A New Collection of Jerzy Kosinski’s Interviews and Speeches reveals an Everyman who Worked on His own 

Terms,” Tablet, December 4, 2012, accessed June 7, 2016, http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-

culture/books/117982/the-tainted-bird. 
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creature…[not] bent on death but…one who has always worshipped life.”452 Additionally, he 

said: “I am a storyteller…[and]…In the Jewish society a storyteller has a very high place in 

society. It’s the closest thing to being a shaman…” And, it is the obligation of the storyteller to 

“perform a unique function within that community.”453  

           Concerning his stories, he describes his themes and episodes as “events” that have 

“infused meaning”, and these events are directly “derivative [of my life] in some way.”454 All of 

these descriptions have two things in common. First, they all contain a Judaic, religious zeal 

directing his readers to what is beneficial personally and societally. Second, they all have an 

implied ethical motivation, and this ethic has the same authority as a “Shaman” who directs his 

devotees to a greater sense of what it means to be human. Many critics, however, have bypassed 

these two fundamental underpinnings and have understood the idea of “derivative” to mean 

autobiographical, which has led many to treat his work derisively. If one does not consider 

Kosinski’s philosophical/religious references, the reader will come to the same conclusion as his 

many scornful critics. Many critics have even gone so far as to equate his works to a fledgling, 

adolescent playboy who treats life as a meaningless game of charades, and the victims are 

unsuspecting strangers.455 These comments are well documented, which have eclipsed many 

things he has said of himself.  

                                                 

452 Kosinski, Oral Pleasure, 106, 234. 

 
453Ibid, 101. 

 
454 Ibid. 

  
455 See Thomas Gladsky, “The Documentary Mode in Jerzy Kosinski’s The Hermit of 69th Street,” 

Critique 1 (1999): 379-386. 
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          The strangers and hosts are important religiously. The stranger anticipates a kind of 

salvation that the host can provide. However, the host must remain vulnerable to the other’s 

presence. This reassessment accentuates three things: his religious tutelage, his divergence from 

it, and significant parallels to Emmanuel Levinas’ ethical themes. This new articulation offers a 

perspective on the role of the host, the community and the stranger. First, in his work Notes of 

the Author on The Painted Bird, he said:   

There is an instinct that behind the fear and that makes these peasants consider the 

child as one who must not be destroyed. Perhaps, in their deepest thoughts lies the 

belief that while both the arrival and the appearance of the Boy endanger them, 

yet he may have been sent to save.456 

 

There is not a critic that has spent much time on the “Boy” as an agent of salvation or in need of 

salvation, but there are hosts of critics that have treated the “Boy” as an agent of destruction. The 

“Boy” does not demand the community to reciprocate this salvific bond but the context demands 

it. It is only when the boy’s life is in grave danger that he turns to violent acts.457 While the 

context demands a mono-dimensional embrace, the community’s protection of the “Boy”, the 

boy seems to be responsive to the community’s needs.   

           Second, in his work Passing By, Kosinski describes his life and the lives of Jews generally 

prior to the atrocities of the Holocaust as open, life giving, and genuinely connected, not as 

“guests in somebody else’s house, who must constantly keep in mind the ways and customs of 

                                                 

456 Kosinski, Notes on the Painted Bird, 24. 

 
457 The community’s perpetuated violence consistently stands in contrast to the boy’s. It is clear that the 

boy finds ways to survive and at times this leads to death. However, no matter how evil the society is the boy 

cannot remain locked away from society seeking sardonic ways of revenge. The context of the story demands that 

the boy’s innocence be replaced with inhuman treatment, but the remnant of humanity remains; hence, he finds 

his voice in the end.    
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the host…Jews lived without reservation and without disguise, outside their homes no less than 

within them.”458  However, during and after the atrocities, “reservation” and “disguise” become 

the modus operandi for the guests and strangers to survive. The life prior to racial prejudice 

remains a preoccupation and the background to Kosinski’s works and a way to understand 

Kosinski’s moral universe.  

           Third, Kosinski rightly associates loneliness with a form of incompletion; a complete 

being needs an absolute other, one who will open up another to bring forth a renewal, an escape 

from the totality of the self. In his work entitled “Maxims” he describes “Loneliness” as man  

…facing himself. Everything and the only thing that the protagonist of Steps is 

aware of, is his self, and that is ephemeral. He knows himself by hints, by 

allusions; he approaches and steps away from himself; he looks for himself in 

others, hoping that every new situation will bring forth a new I.459 

 

For Kosinski, a life of solitude can only offer “hints” and “allusions” of true humanity. These 

hints and allusions are remnants of humanity, the potential for wholeness, a being who desires 

and anticipates the host for rectification. A man who is left alone without an interlocutor, a 

suitable helper, “steps away from himself” and becomes precarious to each of his encounters. For 

Kosinski the ethical embrace breaks up the totality of the interiority and brings life, justice and 

hope. In short a responsible humanity needs a suitable ‘other’. This suitable other gives the host 

the opportunity to fulfill a responsibility, which opens up the horizons of social existence, 

making the whole surplus of our experience of friendship and love burst forth…”460 
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         Fourth, distancing his stories from Greco-Roman stories, Kosinski says the suspense within 

his novels lies not in “the enactment of the struggle,” but in “the incidents in the development of 

a soul; little else is worth study.”461 His “stress,” then, lies in the liminal space between the 

problem and solution, not in the destination. Between the being at home with the self and the 

absence of an-other, the reader finds the foreground for his works and a perspective on his moral 

universe and the development of one’s being. Not only are these themes Kosinski’s but also 

Levinas’ as well, that is, the stranger’s vulnerability—the one who needs salvation through an 

interlocutor—haunting the solitude of humanity as a hint of humanity, the embrace of the other 

and the space of liminality. 

          Levinas rightly criticizes the historical and modern approach to hermeneutics when 

considering the symbols present within a given text.462 He believes this approach lacks a wisdom 

demanded in the text for which the reader remains responsible. For Levinas, a wise reader moves 

beyond the Greco-Roman confusion between praxis with techne or the modern concept of 

mutual openness and the dialogical principle. For Levinas, each of these methods is inherently 

reductionistic and appropriates praxis, techne and “the other” to “the Same.”463 As he sees it, the 

                                                 

461 Daniel J Cahill, “An Interview with Jerzy Kosinski on Blind Date,” in Conversations with Jerzy 

Kosinski, edited by Tom Teicholz (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993), 151. See also Jerzy Kosinski, 

The Art of the Self: Essays À Propos Steps (New York: Scientia-Factum, 1968).  

  
462 From this analysis Levinas was considering that of the Talmud. He made a general comment however 

dealing with works with symbolic meaning when he said, “We do not think that a purely historical approach 

suffices to clarify this symbolism (Nine Talmudic Readings, 6). He goes on to argue that faults towards another 

human being is an offence toward God (16). This way of reading does not separate man’s moral responsibility 

from his religious experience; rather “Religious experience…can only be primarily a moral experience.  

    
463 See: Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 83-85, 95-96, and 111-112. 
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face of the other is the host’s responsibility; the other is open in so far as the host takes the 

responsibility to break up the totality of the stranger’s being. For Levinas, there are several ways 

to remain responsible for the other: political enterprise, revolution, and encountering the other 

without pretense, eradicating his alienation. When reading, then, one must take special care that 

the other’s otherness does not become immoral alienation or tyrannical oneness. Taking these 

cues from Levinas, the moral inquiry into these works demands that the others otherness. 

          In light of the many questions about Kosinski’s works, one thing is certain: all of 

Kosinski’s novels feature aggravated alienation. To name a few: in The Painted Bird the orphan 

cannot locate a welcoming host; in Steps the alienated immigrant cannot reciprocate love. In 

Being There a mentally challenged, puerile boy cannot understand others while he too is 

misunderstood. In The Devil Tree Jonathan Whalen’s only connection is to an abstract idea464, 

and in Blind Date George Levanter fails to sustain any truly human connection. In each of 

Kosinski’s novels, these alienated strangers come into a world naked, without mediation in need 

of reclamation. These characters contain no history and no future; they are not beings toward 

death or an impending doom, rather they are beings in search for a welcoming environment, the 

welcoming host or the stranger as the angelic figure who breaks up the solitude of ‘being’.   

           Kosinski uses estrangement in his novels as a central motif; that is, the strangers are 

figures who subsist in relation to ‘the other’. However, for Kosinski it is a certain kind of relation 

that is necessary, that is, the kind of relationship “that captures” for the purpose of restoration, 

the restoration of what it means to become truly human.465  

                                                 

    464 The materiality of American capitalism. 

465 Tom Teicholz, Conversations with Jerzy Kosinski (University Press of Mississippi, 1993), 138. 
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          Since these relationships are unformed, the suspense in the novels is heightened. In The 

Painted Bird the adolescent boy struggles to find adult provision, and the only welcoming host is 

a group of Russians who advocate the system which keeps the boy barred from God, his parents, 

and any new community. As a result of this un-mitigating search the suspense continues. 

Teicholz rightly notes that each of Kosinski’s novels accentuates “totalitarian systems which 

separate”466 man from his need to become whole, that is, to become truly human.  

Widening Perspective and Kosinski’s Ethics 

         The heightened drama, created through separation and the fundamental need for 

restoration, is a way to locate what is implicitly moral within Kosinski’s novels and the 

foundation for becoming responsible human. For example, Patrick Domostroy in Pinball is the 

character to which a responsible humanity is just out of reach; for he fails to accept Donna’s 

love. Donna’s love “weighed on him like a heavy cloak.”467  He was not indifferent or 

disinterested in her advances; rather, as he reflects on his nature and his avariciousness, he 

realized that he was an unwelcoming host. It was, therefore, best “to leave [Donna] 

alone…[for,]…his presence would not benefit Donna’s...She had to be alone, in order to go from 

one success to the next…[and] he had to remain alone, in his own refuge.”468 Kosinski 

accentuates the idea of loneliness in this novel more often than he accentuates anything else.469 

                                                 

 
466 Ibid., 115. These systems are not always political in nature. They are systems within the society that 

keeps the host and stranger locked from one another. A central feature within each of his novels is the inauthentic 

community locked away from one another because of materialism, consumerism and media.  

 
467 Pinball, 304. 

 
468 Kosinski, Pinball, 305. 

 
469 The words that represent loneliness are used no few than 70 times. 
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The two strangers are forever blocked from one another. As a matter of course Domostroy’s 

Nietzschean loneliness is accentuated as a form of freedom, a yawning solitude which leaves the 

reader hopeless with Kosinski’s characters, the kind of hopelessness that cannot be mitigated 

through solitude.  

          Absence and contrast are not a way to describe Kosinski’s indifference to the world around 

him and a way to escape people, but a way to locate what is morally reprehensible within 

society. Absence directs the reader to what must be present in an ethical world. Kosinski 

criticizes the solitary world and alludes to a world where Patrick accepts Donna’s love. Kosinski 

is not supporting a Nietzschean solitude, and with it relativistic moral principles, where no good 

action can be made. The reader knows where this kind of freedom leads. Kosinski, through the 

use of irony, points to what is to be discarded if one desires to be a fully responsible human.  

          This groundless freedom accentuates the kind of alienation which becomes the central 

dissatisfaction within each of his novels. This dissatisfaction allows the reader to highlight 

Patrick’s pessimism and with it Kosinski’s ethical demarcations. Kosinski is not saying that each 

character is better off alone; for the reader knows that transformation is needed for Patrick and 

Donna, if they are to become responsible and uniquely human. Patrick’s vulnerability is lacking, 

which truncates his humanity. Donna’s inauthenticity laced in American consumerism locked 

both from one another’s love. Neither provides the welcome necessary to become the stranger’s 

host. The absence of this necessary connection gives the reader the kind of implicit, moral 

compass present within Kosinski’s works. For Kosinski’s characters, lonely survival does not 

lead to moral or human wholeness; wholeness is understood as the stranger and host locate each 

other’s vulnerability and within this event the host saves his stranger. Thus, the setting and action 
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within the novels break the bonds necessary for the “primary relationship of trust…for the self to 

the world”, which sustains the suspense and creates the conditions for which an ethic is 

anticipated.470 In other words, the suspense and the setting within Kosinski’s works are ways to 

locate Kosinski’s ethic. Thus, in Kosinski’s anti-word of the unethical, Kosinski’s strangers point 

to what is ethical.  

         By highlighting the unwelcoming host, Kosinski suggests that if an ethical world evolves 

humanity will be restored; but if the unwelcoming host persists so too will unspeakable evil. 

Since the novel ends with separation, Kosinski points to a precarious world; but as he allows the 

remnant of humanity to remain, he gives the reader the impression that a welcoming host can 

evolve as strangers persist and hosts are awakened, hearing the voice of the stranger.  The 

unrelenting loneliness which occurs in his works fundamentally shows the need for communal 

solidarity, the being-for-the-other. Kosinski rejects the Heideggerian and Sartrean being-for-

itself, for in these philosophies when characters separate, they escape to a world for a new (and 

greater) humanity to develop.  

         All of Kosinski’s strangers traverse from place to place, demanding ‘the other’ to be 

connected, the kind of connection that offers a fostering humanity. For Kosinski the stranger and 

the host need one another; for both are locked away to their own being. And the stranger seeks 

the host so that the stranger’s exposure is mitigated and his humanity is opened to an infinite 

possibility for the other. Without the mitigated loneliness, they are both contemptable to each 

other. The stranger and host cannot live within the larger environment until each locates the 

                                                 

470 Lea Wernick Fridman, Words and Witness: Narrative and Aesthetic Strategies in the Representation 
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180 

other’s “nakedness,…destitution,…extreme exposure, defencelessness, [and] vulnerability.”471 

For this is the condition that Kosinski describes; and it is this condition that needs restitution, 

that is, the condition for a true humanity to evolve. It is a human condition without competition 

but full of correlatives. Through this un-mitigating alienation Kosinski describes “a pre-

intentional horizon…wherein being is posited not only as correlative to a thought, but as already 

founding the very thought that nonetheless constitutes it.”472 In other words, the strangers are not 

separated entities demanding freedom from the other, rather they are correlatives, the stranger’s 

need for his host.  

          Each vignette within The Painted Bird describes strangers who desire a truly human 

connection where each finds a home with the other; but this human connection which demands 

vulnerability is unfounded. These strangers embody “extreme fragility, a vulnerability;”473 they 

are attacked as “the facelessness of the pagan gods whose nothingness is henceforth exposed.”474  

          Similarly, in The Painted Bird, neither the miller nor his wife can find the customary 

nuptial companionship; for each is suspicious of the other’s improprieties. The wife fears her 

husband’s impulses, while he remains suspicious of her adultery. Kosinski describes the millers’ 

wife as “locked…in the cellar” where she remained “inflamed,” suspicious of her husband’s 

welcoming “the plowboy” whom he demands to be “home for supper.” She remained silent not 

                                                 

471 Levinas, “Ethics as First Philosophy” in Sean Hand’s Levinas Reader, 83. 
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able to commune with him, locked away “without a word…preparing” the unwelcoming table 

for the orphan.475 In this anti-ethical setting Kosinski points to what is ethical.  

          Accusatory tones and animalistic compulsions fill the community with fear, suspicion and 

cruelty. The miller is suspicious of his wife’s pedophilic relations with an orphan plowboy. In 

the absence of connection, all suspicions and fears are sublimated within the community, and an 

appropriate connection cannot be forged. The wife remains estranged from her husband, and the 

husband impulsively gouges out the eyes of the unwelcomed orphans “as women…gouge out the 

rotten spots while peeling potatoes.”476  Thus, the miller and his wife acted like the cats in the 

room, destroying the stares of their stranger, even playfully treating “the eyes as if they were 

balls of thread.”477 Kosinski does not leave the reader with ambivalence about the miller and his 

horrific, sardonic separation. He says, “The miller was merciless.”478  

         This merciless spreading out of each character shouts at the immoral, whispering to what is 

moral. In other words, fear, suspicion, oppression and premeditated cruelty are the merciless acts 

of immorality; but mercy is the hitherside of the unwelcome—courage, trust, liberation and love 

are the demand. Through Kosinski’s anti-world, where each host cares for him/herself 

exclusively, Kosinski leads the reader to condemn merciless acts, while condoning the hither 

side of an unwelcome. The reader realizes that a responsibility must be undertaken. Levinas says, 
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“Another is present in a cultural whole and is illuminated by this whole, as a text by its 

context.”479 The other has been bypassed as a thing and not treated within the totality of his 

being. Kosinski is not articulating a strange moral compass but the immorality of indifference 

grounded in totality. “The understanding of the other is thus a hermeneutic and an exegesis.”480 

Strangers are the agents who point to what is ethical, where a moral universe is imagined in the 

hostile world. The miller’s dominance, in his own home with two orphans and a sycophantic 

wife, allegorizes the dereliction of a-could-be: welcoming community, husband’s supportive 

hands, and responsive commitment to the fostering strangers.  

         In another scene highlighting an unattainable connection, Kosinski describes a peasant’s 

snatching the orphan upon his “shoulders” and carrying him in a sack “tied with a string…[all 

the while being]…knocked…breathless and groggy with several kicks.”481 In this scene Kosinski 

creates the Heideggerian notion of a being-in-the-world (in-der-Welt-sein) in contrast to a being-

for-the-other. In this scene the being-in-the-world is flatly rejected for several reasons.482 First, 
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482 For Heidegger a being-in-the-world has several connotations: being in the world is involved, 
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analytic of Dasein, as ‘fundamental ontology,’ to the question of the meaning of Being in general: …Dasein is an 

issue for itself. Therefore Dasein has a relationship to its own Being, and this relationship is one of Being (it is 

itself in an active sense). So, as one cares for the self, as it relates to itself, that care should transcend to the care of 

others. No kind of transcendence is necessary. This type of self-care truncates the transcendence of the Other of 

Levinas. For Levinas, the Other, and its care for another characterizes the need for the one to locate the other for 

an exterior encounter.     
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the community seems to show care as bread and shelter are offered to this snatched-up-boy; 

however, no connection is made for no vulnerability is engendered. The peasant remains in his 

home, and the orphan is sheltered in a different environment; each is essentially linked in an act 

of existing, but locked away from one another.483 Second, upon coming into the home, the 

orphan is “dumped on the floor of a hut,” which is an accentuation of the primitive. Here the host 

forcibly “whacked the sack with a whip”484 where the alienated stranger was held. Third, the 

orphan is “surrounded” by the community even as the children “touch [the orphan’s] hair.” The 

children’s caress is not felt; irrevocable isolation remained and fear stifles the boy’s desires. The 

estranged orphan remains outside the community even as he is surrounded and touched by those 

in the community. Kosinski describes the community’s immorality and the stranger’s isolation, 

thus no connection is made. Fourth, in this home and many others after which, the orphan does 

not dwell with another human; rather he is cast out to connect with strange birds and avaricious 

dogs; thereby he fails to locate any sense of true humanity.  

          Each precarious, unwelcoming home heightens the suspense of estrangement, for neither 

the host nor the stranger appropriates the other. Even though the orphan is “given a piece of 

bread and locked in the firewood closet,” there is no human connection. Indifference to the 

orphan’s plight is the stranger’s condition and it is this condition that Kosinski abandons. The 

peasants provide the orphan’s provisions and shelter, but the host and the stranger cannot garner 

                                                 

483 In Heidegger’s Being in Time, he suggests that care is the mode of being-with-one-another in a way 

that the welfare of another is initiated. He even says, being for-, against-, and without-one-another, passing-one-

another-by, not-mattering-two-one-another, are possible ways of concern (118). It is to this kind of indifference 

that Kosinski seems to reject.  
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any connection. Kosinski accentuates these four characteristics to describe the disconnection that 

exists within this environment, and with it a rejection of Heidegger’s notion of ‘being’ in the 

world.  

          Kosinski describes these communities as immoral and not rooted in a sanctified soil from 

which moral societies can be built. A moral community must offer the stranger the kind of care 

that leads not just to survival but freedom and solidarity. Even though these criterions are not 

met in the orphan’s environments, The Painted Bird points to the kind of care that leads to a 

fostering existence. Because there is not a welcoming host only a fearful existence is described. 

This community offered a pagan rootedness and care, but reclamation is still out of reach. Could 

it be that “needs, pleasures, satisfactions, hungers” are not negative, irrational drives for 

Kosinski, but ways “to live from the things of the world”485? Further, could it be that these 

encounters are not a surrender to irrationalism but intentionality? Could it be that “the 

anonymous rustling of the there is, the uncontrollable stirring of the elemental, disquieting even 

within enjoyment itself” remains present with these lonely travelers, hence they continue on their 

journey?486 And could it be true that a morality that is more primitive than sexual drives, is the a 

priori encounter which is anticipated within The Painted Bird and Being There? 
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CHAPTER 5 

FOUNDATION FOR KOSINSKI’S MORAL  

UNIVERSE 

 

            Critics rarely read Kosinski’s works as less than hyperbolic, for Kosinski describes 

extreme characters: hopelessly estranged orphans, miserably isolated peasants and desperately 

shallow leaders and socialites. The one thing each character has in common is a sense of 

enclosure, enclosed to their own environment, isolated from strangers, orphans and widows. This 

enclosure is ironic since each of Kosinski’s characters necessitates a host for their personal 

rescue. His environs are no different. Kosinski describes his environs as menacing and stifling, 

serving only to combat the characters’ effort to find safety in “far away villages”487, and 

protected only when the inhabitants deemed an orphan or stranger “sufficiently useful…to be 

kept for a while.”488 Even as the boy in The Painted Bird traversed from village to village, 

seeking shelter, he comes upon the notorious Kalmuks, who pillaged and raped the inhabitants 

just before the allied troops liberate the people. The boy, seeking to stay out of the way of a 

“half-naked”, depraved raider, hid in thorny bushes while this “drunken” Kalmuk rummaged 

aimlessly through the foliage.489 The boy narrated, saying:  

My chances of remaining there unnoticed were dwindling. I could not think any 

more; I was frozen with terror. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again I saw 

one of the Kalmuks staggering in my direction. I flattened myself on the ground 

even more, and nearly stopped breathing. The soldier picked some raspberries and 
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ate them. He took another step into the bush and trod on my outstretched hand. 

The heel and the nails of his boot dug into my skin. The pain was excruciating but 

I did not move. The soldier leaned on his rifle and urinated calmly. Suddenly he 

lost his balance, stepped forward, and stumbled over my head. As I jumped up 

and tried to run he grabbed me and struck me in the chest with the butt of his rifle. 

Something cracked inside. I was knocked down, but I managed to trip the soldier. 

As he fell I ran zigzagging away toward the houses. The Kalmuk fired, but the 

bullet ricocheted off the ground and whizzed by. He fired again but missed.490   

 

          This scene serves to describe Kosinski’s depraved characters, his precarious environments 

and the boy’s inability to find shelter. The boy did not “remain unnoticed” to escape others 

generally; for he needed the host for personal protection and solidarity. He desired full 

disclosure, but from those who were willing to protect him. After the Red Army dealt a fatal 

blow on the Kalmuks, hanging them on poles, he “decided to approach the communist Red 

soldiers, though [he] was not sure how they would look upon people with black, bewitching 

eyes.”491  The “Red Army” finally saved the boy from his ensuing attackers, offering the boy 

solace and healing. Even though the boy escaped physical victimization, mental anguish soon 

followed. The Red Army mentored the boy, nourishing him on hatred and revenge, which 

stunted the boy’s ability to grow into a responsible individual.  He remained in these secluded 

lands finding them to be more and more precarious.492 

           Kosinski’s secluded lands, isolated apartments, and fabricated cities have footprints of a 

viable community, a community where the potential for the stranger can be located. Levinas 
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rightly notes that war and peace are the reverse of each other; and the only way this reversal can 

occur is in the face of another, assuming a kind of discourse that does not isolate, totalize, 

exclude or fabricate the other. This is the plight of Kosinski’s environments. Levinas says: 

War can not be derived from the empirical fact of the multiplicity of beings that 

limit one another, under the pretext that where the presence of the one inevitably 

limits the other, violence is identical with this limitation. Limitation is not of itself 

violence. Limitation is conceivable only within a totality where the parts mutually 

define one another.493   

 

Each of the aforementioned negative elements does not exhaustively consume the relation with 

the other, for at every moment the boy locates hosts, but they totalize the stranger and immorality 

becomes rife. The “impossibility of murder, the consideration of the other, and justice” are just 

out of reach.494 It is to this kind of freedom and justice the boy desires.  

          Kosinski condemns these isolated communities. In these societies, strangers suffer because 

each of the entrenched and enclosed members fail to welcome the needy with an empathetic 

voice or a caring hand. Even as the “Red Army” with its commissioner saves the orphan from 

torture and death, Kosinski describes the damning effect of a centralized worldview, and how 

this worldview kept the boy isolated barring him from another, unable to embrace an-other. The 

centralized community only encourages the cycle of depravity. The host who is unwilling to 

offer salvation freely to his stranger becomes derelict form of humanity.  In short, because the 

host is unwilling to offer salvation, separation, fear, hostility, and indifference remains. 
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Escape as Physically and Humanly Harmful 

           For Kosinski, each disenfranchised character traverses from one place to another (not a 

movement to an ultimate goal), seeking some kind of connection to a suitable host, but scarcely 

is one found. The surrounding elements and base acts bind his main characters from direct 

contact to an-other; and because of this inability of direct contact his characters necessitate an 

escape. This escape becomes harmful in every way. Chance in Being There escapes the 

inauthentic, political environment of his protectors, but not to become a new person but to 

remain enclosed into himself. Chance remains without a salvific hope, a suitable helper, having 

no responsible thoughts. Chance’s enclosed environment demanded amalgamation but the 

stranger cannot be saved in this kind of community. In the end, Chance’s escape does not 

foreshadow hope in Being There; nor does the orphan find hope as he escapes one ramshackled 

hut to another in The Painted Bird.  

            In The Painted Bird Kosinski’s orphan escapes the clutches of the stifling collective 

environment of the “Red Soldiers” with a welcomed phone call and a welcoming ski instructor. 

The phone call foreshadows the kind of hope that anticipates growth; the phone call anticipates 

another’s embrace. Kosinski quickly builds to this phone call as he describes the orphan moving 

from one environment to another that offers a kind of welcome that he had not known in his rural 

surrounding.  The ski instructor begins this new kind of protection as he offers a different 

perspective on the divine, one that shows that does not abandon the one for the other. Priest’s 

abandoned humanity for divinity and the Red Soldiers abandoned divinity and became 

indifferent to the welfare of others. The ski instructor prays, directing the orphan to what makes 
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life meaningful; but this instructor does not leave it up to the Devine to save the boy, he 

welcomes the orphan with an open door and an open hand.  

          This is also the case with Kosinski’s Being There. The reader anticipates a mediating 

environment. Chance, not having his own name, protectors or family, gives the impression that 

he necessitates human to human contact, the kind of contact that demands one to be responsible 

for another. Kosinski illustrates this with Elizabeth Eve’s care. However, in the end her 

inauthenticity causes this care to wither, and with it Chance’s name and fostering uniqueness. In 

the end, as he was exiting a party he noticed Elizabeth’s inauthentic affection as she embraced 

another as a tool to her political ends.  

          Chance became confused, thinking that she would be his protector, the welcome that he 

needed. Because he found Elizabeth flirting and dancing with an officer, he left the party. As he 

was walking out, he looked into a reflecting pool; it captured the “withered image of Chauncey 

Gardiner.”495 Chance was transformed from namelessness, from the name Chance to Chauncey 

Gardiner then back to an inauthentic nameless figure. Having another gave him hope but in the 

end he realized that a suitable, sustainable host was not found in this environment. He remained 

in this world too long; he no longer had his own thought; for his thoughts no longer were to 

“…lift itself from Chance’s brain” for his thoughts were gone. Kosinski places these two names 

side by side to show how one amalgamated into the other. This is Kosinski’s negative 

commentary. Kosinski does not describe escape as good or helpful but necessary when a 

welcome is not granted, for escape like revenge, gives no room for kind acts, acts of substitution.  
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           Kosinski creates Elizabeth Eve as the character who offers Chance a protective hand and 

voice, and later she abandons her responsibility, using Chance as an instrument of opportunity.  

Similarly in The Painted Bird, the priest demanded the boy to wear stifling Catholic garb and 

chant prayers without meaning. But, when the boy escaped, the ski instructor and his two 

Russian friends embraced him and he was he able to put on meaningful clothes and recite 

necessary words. This is also true of Steps, even though kind acts are few, in the very first 

vignette the protagonist offers a kind gesture to an orphan; but he, like Elizabeth Eve, elevates 

his desires above the needs of this helpless girl and uses her as a tool in his sardonic game. 

However, in another vignette the protagonist acts as a voice for a caged woman; but the 

collective voice deafens his voice and he cannot save her. Kosinski illustrates how the 

disenfranchised characters need mediation for the stranger’s direct contact with the world. Thus, 

escape is not a goal for the characters; rather escape illustrates how hosts are few, not few in 

number but few who welcome and offer a substitute, the mediation for the stranger to the world. 

When the orphan’s procures his escape, the host loses his opportunity to offer an appropriate 

welcome, and the stranger cannot find appropriate protection. 

           Mediation for victims is less common than the obstacles, but these obstacles are ironic. 

Kosinski describes how characters, the ones who have the power to act and protect the weak and 

powerless, can protect but choose to be obstacles. Most of Kosinski’s main characters show their 

need for mediation in order for a character to be developed into a responsible human. The orphan 

in The Painted Bird had Marta, Olga, the millers wife, Lekh, Ludmilla and even Ewka to mediate 

his presence to and for others. But because of their estrangement, the community chose not to 

welcome this stranger, rather treated him as an enemy. Not just in The Painted Bird but in his 
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other works as well, the stranger remains isolated from others. Accidents, television, religion, or 

unjust violence keeps characters from contacting one another directly. Kosinski speaks derisively 

about this inability to contact another directly saying,  

Deafening sounds effectively rules out every interchange. No one ever questions 

the intruding voice, for unlike an individual character, the collective identity 

requires no explanation or justification…the knowledge we form of ourselves is 

nothing but a collective image which, like ubiquitous television, engulfs us.496 

 

 Kosinski identifies the “intruding voice” as “collective” and “ubiquitous”, a voice that demands 

all other voices to “rule out every interchange.” Mediation is only possible when the host 

welcomes the stranger, listening to the voice or cry of the stranger.  

          In his first three novels—The Painted Bird, Steps, and Being There—the protagonist 

functions as an outsider in a foreign land, without the ability to escape to an isolated environment 

and bolster his interpersonal strength. He demands an interlocutor, a mediator to translate his 

environment, one who offers a conducive voice and hand for the stranger, that is, to relate rightly 

to another. In short Kosinski demands a welcoming host, not just for survival’s sake, but to 

become a responsible human. When this does not occur the vicious and the grotesque are the 

result. In an unjust world, where interlocutors are not located, “Morality is immaterial as the 

innocent children become a means to an end, the pawns in a game of life.”497 For Kosinski, the 

orphan’s helplessly exists, not serendipitously or surreptitiously, he is the main character who 

needs protection; but hosts are rare. The marginalized exist and it the responsibility of each 
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individual with the community to engage humanly, without control and without tyranny. 

Kosinski’s characters are confused when the community covertly wounds or rejects the helpless 

the other.  

           Children and strangers are perplexed when the host fails to act honorably. Honor comes 

when the host elevates the needy. For Kosinski, proximity to the needy child demands that each 

host take on his extreme responsibility is meeting the orphan’s need. Those marginalized must be 

elevated and treated not as pawns in the game of life, but as a messianic figure. For Kosinski his 

disenfranchised characters illustrate what is at stake, the eradication of life itself. If the host does 

not embrace the stranger, humanity suffers.  

           This law of hospitality is present within in Holocaust literature as something absent.  

Kosinski is not offering praise for the grotesque, the inhumane or even survival for survival’s 

sake, but what becomes the result of isolated being who necessitates an interlocutor. This escape 

is both physically and humanly harmful. In The Painted Bird, strangers offer the orphan 

temporary reprieve as they tacitly mediate for the child’s survival, but they do not possess the 

necessary power and will to protect this child.  Their propitiation seems too small for the arbiter 

to abandon his desire for vengeance. The host as a vengeful counterpart becomes this way 

because he fails to welcome the stranger in his midst.     

           In each of his stories, critics describe and illustrate Kosinski’s protagonist as a “voyeur” 

locked away in his “solipsistic consciousness. For such a consciousness, the world’s facticity can be 

experienced as resistance but never as something that is open to objective modalization. This is 

because the for-itself, as that whereby any objectivity is revealed, cannot experience itself as an 
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object in the world.”498 In counter distinction to the critic’s characterization of Kosinski’s 

protagonists, this is precisely what Kosinski is vilifying. Kosinski’s characters continually show the 

damning effect of a “solipsistic consciousness.”  

            In the three aforementioned works, priests see others who are in pain and do nothing to 

protect them, but voyeuristically watch from a protective distance. They are the ones who should be 

the host. The voyeur is the one who must take the responsibility to become uniquely human. In each 

of his works the “powerful” in society abscond with orphans for voyeuristic abuse and pleasure. 

Federman rightly notes how isolation becomes violent as the voyeur watches without the power to 

act. However he wrongly describes the orphan in The Painted Bird as a voyeur. Of the boy he said,  

“He is often a voyeur, watching violent scenes from a distance or through peepholes. 

All of the violence includes the abuse of power by a stronger party over a weaker 

one. On all of these occasions, the boy sympathizes with the underdogs. Most of the 

victims of these beatings are people who have helped him in one way or another.”499 

  

Federman’s comments have many touchstones in Kosinski’s other works as well, especially Steps 

and Being There; but the problem with Federman’s initial statement has to do with the connotation of 

the word voyeur.  

            The voyeur stands in a place of dominance, finding pleasure in an-other’s pain. This is not the 

case with the boy in The Painted Bird, but it is the case with many of the peasants and priests within 

his other works.  What Federman is likely referencing is the boy’s peering into the room where 

“Rainbow” rapes and abuses an abandoned Jewish girl. However, in this scene Kosinski describes 

Rainbow as a beast of prey, a religious zealot, who calls on Mary and all of the Saints to escape his 

                                                 

498 Stephen Crowell, “Why is Ethics First Philosophy?: Levinas in Phenomenological Context,” European 

Journal of Philosophy 3 (July 2015), 23. 

499 Annelies Vande Wyngaerde, “Holocaust Literature: Reality and Fiction in Jerzy Kosinski’s The 

Painted Bird and Raymond Federman’s The Voice in the Closet” (Ph.D diss., Universiteit Gent, 2007), 31. 
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bondage. The boy could not escape to take on her pain; he even becomes haunted when the whole 

event turns into the subject of derision and satire within the community. For Kosinski, the voyeur is 

the isolated individual who uses others for his pleasure; for the orphan, confusion, and not pleasure 

captivated him with the image of the voyeur. He desired to be the host but the hideous strength kept 

him from his responsibility. Rainbow’s grizzly attack paralyzed and haunted him. Moreover, 

Kosinski references the crematoriums to further the point of the abuse, referring to the boy’s 

nightmares saying, “I heard moans and cries in the barn, an icy hand touched me, black strands of 

lank hair smelling of gasoline stroked my face.”500 The boy as a stranger cannot do what the host is 

intended to do.  

            Sanders wrongfully suggests that “the ideal reader for Kosinski…is one who takes his 

cue from the author and prefers cool, controlled awareness to emotional involvement and moral 

commitment” without a provisionally, readymade moral standard that leads to another’s strength 

or protection.501 Sander’s observation fails for several reasons. First, Kosinski uses characters 

who are not fully developed; they are orphans, widows, and strangers. By nature, in contrast to 

Sanders, these categories demand “emotional involvement and moral commitment.” Second, 

even though Kosinski uses language that syntactically lends to “cool, controlled awareness”, his 

content demands moral standards. Kosinski anticipates the reader’s visceral response to incest, 

rape, murder, pillaging, and abuse. Third, each of his works demands a “moral commitment,” 

that is, the moral scruples to anticipate a substitute for those who do not have the ability to 
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isolate themselves and survive. And when this connection does not occur, Kosinski condemns 

those who excuse themselves from the pain of an-other.  

            At times, this condemnation comes by way of an accidental response that leads to the 

demise of one and the survival of another. At other times, because of the one who undergoes the 

abuse, Kosinski seems to describe how the protagonist’s lack of connection leads to the 

destruction of other innocent victims.502 Kosinski in many places offers a poetic form of justice 

on those who act indifferently or abusively to another. This condemnation is not always overt but 

is stark. In every case abuse begins with indifference and ends with grave abuse. However when 

non-indifference becomes evident Kosinski creates an irony of protection. He illustrates that for 

those who have very little ability to protect, appropriate protection occurs; but those who have 

great ability to protect choose to abuse. For the abuser and the indifferent, there is no escape, for 

in precluding their responsibility, they suffer the pain and anguish of an enclosed life without a 

salvific hope. Kosinski describes the stranger necessitating the host for salvific purpose, that is, 

for a responsible being to be developed.   

          Kosinski chooses to use characters who have to depend on a chance encounter, the 

openness of another; for each of his characters are “born by chance…,” having “no family.”503  

Sanders’ observations are the result of reading Kosinski’s works in light of Camus’ stranger. 

                                                 

502 In one of the grizzliest scenes in Kosinski’s Steps his protagonist shows the affective of a 

disassociated response to abuse. His protagonist, after a bloody beating, takes fishhooks and kills many children 

within the community. This killing spree allowed the protagonist to “gaze boldly into my persecutors’ eyes, 

provoking their assault and maltreatment. I felt no pain. For each lash I received my tormentors were condemned 

to pain a hundred times greater than mine. Now I was no longer their victim; I had become their judge and 

executioner (Kosinski, Steps, 37). 

 
503 Kosinski, Being There, 5. 
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Moreover, he does not show how each of his novels holistically directs the reader to an-other, 

which is a ubiquitous theme. This theme demands an “emotional involvement and moral 

commitment” that a reader must have.504  Furthermore he does not describe Kosinski’s works 

holistically, but disjoins Kosinski’s works from his truly “American works” and his non-

American works.505   

            Even though it is true that Kosinski’s corpus is not to be read as morally polemicized, as 

Sanders’ opines, it is untrue that his readers are to be coolly perceptive, remaining isolated 

without any kind of readymade moral standard. Many support Sander’s observations because of 

Kosinski’s appalling environments. As a result many prefer to interpret Kosinski’s works by 

describing what the protagonist must do to secure his escape; or what he must suffer because he 

does not escape. Critics reason that Kosinski must be describing the orphan’s suffering in light of 

escape, and what the sufferer must do to ensure his escape. However, critical explanation about 

this escape is curious.   

Escape as Moral?  

           This escape is not an escape to an internal isolation, or escaping to a nether world through 

personal/religious transcendence; or securing a place in the world through defense or defiance. In 

my interpretation, escape secures the character’s place in the world, describing the character as 

symbolic or even ritualistic. Stephen Schiff notes that “For Kosinski [escape] has to do with the 

                                                 

504Sanders, “The Gift of Strangeness,” 8. 

 
505 Describing this demarcation he says, “…while Being There may also seem like Kosinski’s first truly 

‘American’ novel, many of its themes and psychological, cultural implications reveal once more the presence of a 

foreign observer. The hero of this novel is also an outsider. 
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ability to…vanish, or to make people believe you are not the Jew or Gypsy they think you 

are.”506 This kind of escape is the abandonment of the self, wearing a mask of sorts, the necessity 

of concealing the subjective self. Even Kosinski recognizes this interpretation to be spurious.  

          In the Art of the Self, Kosinski describes that his characters must find a way to cast off “the 

theft of the self, the fear of having one’s identity overshadowed,” not in masking but 

unveiling.507 To another version of escape, Samuel Coale suggests that every aspect of 

Kosinski’s work discards every kind of collectivism; his characters must escape their controlling 

environment to secure their place in the world. For Coale, this is only possible when ‘the self’ 

casts-off every kind of social control.  Of Kosinski, he says, his “anti-collectivist ethic permeates 

his art” in the same way that Hawthorne rejects every aspect of “puritanism of an earlier era” and 

to escape this kind of ubiquitous control Kosinski had to become “secluded in his photographic 

darkroom in Poland…to fully comprehend instinctively the blessing and terrors of the individual 

consciousness.”508  Coale continues his observations, connecting Kosinski to Walt Whitman, 

Poe, Kafka and Stephen Crane, who strip down their environment, isolating the self,  

…to grip reader’s sensibilities, nailing him to his own violent and blatantly sexual 

fantasies. This undiluted presentation of savage and elemental experiences in the 

surreal world where fantasy and reality are interchangeable approximates the 

ritualistic patters of ancient myths: the most primitive forms become the most 

symbolic by their very proximity to the terrible springs of life itself.509 
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Coale rightly interprets Poe, Kafka and Crane, but wrongfully connects Kosinski to them. 

Kosinski’s world is a minefield where personal contact is necessary but the protagonist often 

steps on detonators barring him from another. There is not a premeditation or an act that secures 

the stranger in his environment. Even in Steps when he controls his environment through 

voyeurism, he does so to his own peril.  

           Kosinski’s works do not accentuate the horror of ‘the self’ enclosed in his own 

conscience, as Poe and Kafka do. Kosinski’s characters do not escape from their environment to 

find security in the world. Kosinski’s characters gain strength with others, not in isolation as Poe, 

Kafka, Crane and Hawthorne’s characters do. Particularly Poe, Crane and Kafka abscond from 

their environment purposefully to isolate the self from the other to highlight the horrors of 

enclosure and solipsism; but for Kosinski the self—or the needy individual—cannot escape 

isolating the self from others, remaining aloof to others. Kosinski’s protagonists need others, 

others who are non-indifferent to the needs of the needy. Moreover he does not abscond to a 

delusional state of being, seeking the death of others, as Poe and Kafka character’s do. Coale 

interprets Kosinski in light of the necessity of personal escape through a kind of transcendence, 

and in this way Kosinski—and his characters—secures a place in the world.  

          Even though critics prefer to interpret Kosinski’s characters as fleeing from their 

environment or fleeing to a secure place to develop power, Kosinski’s characters illustrate escape 

as a negative response; that is, if a character is to foster a sense of what it means to be human, he 

needs human-to-human interaction.  The curious element of this escape is: Kosinski’s characters 

continue to return to differing hosts, assuming someone will be there with an empathetic voice or 

a caring hand. For example, when the orphan in The Painted Bird incidentally burns down 
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Marta’s hut, he runs to the other peasants and remains confused when they do not willingly 

protect him.510 Or, when Chance’s benefactor dies and the executives of the benefactor’s estate 

cast him out of his secure environment in Being There, Chance finds security with a stranger and 

is confused when people do not treat others transcendently.511  In Steps, the protagonist 

consistently trusts that there is someone who will become his companion, but the protagonist 

either sabotages his efforts using others to his own ends or others sabotage him using him to their 

own ends.  

           Kosinski’s characters are either unwilling or unable to be alone to foster a sense of 

individuality or humanity. In each of Kosinski’s works, characters are not just chance 

encounters; his protagonists often seek out others or an-other to find the protagonist in a 

compromising environment. The reader anticipates the host who supports and secures him in his 

environment. It is when the enclosed community fails to enact a moral commitment to support 

an-other that escape becomes necessary.  

          Escape is not a positive element that accentuates survival and a fostering humanity, but a 

negative condition that predicates defiance.  Kosinski accentuates the ethical duty to be non-

indifferent to the needs of an-other. Thus when Kosinski’s characters escape, Kosinski condemns 

the enclosed environment because the stranger, orphan or widow has to flee. Kosinski uses the 

enclosed community, the community indifferent to strangers, to condemn every type of 
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transcendent escapism.512 He outright condemns transcendent escapism, treating it as an 

indulgent form of indifference. Moreover, he further describes defiance as a form of escape, 

fighting fire with fire, wielding power for the powerless, encouraging revenge in order for his 

strangers to secure their escape.  

           Kosinski illustrates escape as injurious, for strangers need a host, a flesh and blood 

human. The rich and powerful exist as “rich or…powerful” for the benefit of “the weak, the 

poor, the widow and the orphan.”513 The destitute, the stranger, is susceptible to the host’s 

embrace, the stranger is always opened for the host’s salvific encounter. The stranger 

necessitates the host. This is why each of these forms of escape is not sustainable in Kosinski’s 

corpus. If one understands escape this way, every claim that suggest that Kosinski’s answer to 

the travesty of war, trauma, and genocide is revenge, transcendence, or defiance is 

incredulous.514 Also, Kosinski criticizes defiance—as a form escape—because it ensures greater 

hostility and fear. Critics turn to Kosinski’s structure, describing the isolated vignette as a form 

of escapism; but these vignettes can be treated differently.  

                                                 

512 I am using the idea of transcendent escapism as a phrase that implies how the Church justified and 

excused their inaction saying things like, the Church cannot respond because this certain individual is outside the 

reach of the Church, or this suffering is for a time but one should fix their attention beyond this world and onto the 

world beyond, or this individuals suffer because they are enduring historical punishment (i.e. Christ-killers).   
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            Kosinski opines that his role as a novelist is “to confront” and “not escape…life’s 

threatening encounters,”515 not escaping to the everyday variety of escape, revenge or 

indifference. In one of Kosinski’s short essays, he criticizes Kafka’s stranger for escaping to take 

a dominant position; for this kind of escape reinforces “the fiction that begins and ends with the 

self.”516 He calls this fiction a “paper thin” sense of humanity, which contains no tradition and 

important connections.  The reason for this is: revenge and retreat privilege the self—which his 

protagonists often do—with precarious results. Even as the orphan in The Painted Bird 

acquiesces to revenge, he does so incredulously. With Mitka, the Cuckoo, the boy gains a sense 

of totality and physical nourishment but loses his sense of infinity.  

           Mitka’s revenge and indifference to others was “the everyday variety” to which Kosinski 

referred. However, Mitka, like the many other strangers in the work, understood the plight of the 

other and worked to support the other’s need, but remained antagonistically closed to others in 

the world, learning that the crowd and the strangers exist but on either side of an impenetrable 

chasm. Mitka taught the boy to read but did not teach his pupil to be opened to another. Mitka 

taught the boy to think of others as ones who challenged the stranger’s existence.  

         On this diet of the soullessness, the boy became malnourished. Mitka willingly accepted 

the orphan, empathizing with the orphan’s pain, protecting him and becoming the boy’s mentor; 

but the boy soon realized far beyond Mitka that “the world of books, like meat in cans, was 

somehow richer and more flavorful than the everyday variety.”517 For Kosinski, escaping to 
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indifference privileges the self and revenge. Kosinski rejects this “everyday variety,” the escape 

to indifference, privileging the self over and against others. Books on the other hand, according 

to this context, privilege the other. The world of books was the boy’s interlocutor. In other 

words, Kosinski says, the world of books fostered a kind of humanity that moves beyond Mitka’s 

everyday variety of revenge.  

            The boy pines for Mitka and the other Soviet allies, for they offered the boy physical, and 

temporary relief, but they did not lead him to be a responsible human. It is this kind of escape 

that Kosinski accentuates, the kind of escape that only meets the demand of physical protection, 

not an escape to take responsibility and a developing humanity.  

           In each of Kosinski’s works, abandoned characters seek a connection that is just out of 

reach. His characters often hide, playing dead, waiting under bushes, in abandoned houses or in 

the forest for an-other’s help. Kosinski characterizes the broken world as one that causes 

characters to isolate themselves for momentary protection—a kind of escape—but his characters 

cannot remain isolated for any length of time for human growth to develop. As a result, readers 

anticipate an appropriate welcome, a substitution, a protection, one that is difficult to locate in a 

broken world; but one that must still existt somewhere.518  

                                                 

 
518 The character’s pinning for deliverance into the hands of another demarcates Kosinski from authors 

like Kurt Vonnegut, whose characters become insane to keep a sense of sanity. Billy in Slaughterhouse Five 

remains indifferent to the characters around him in his nature world; he thus transcends to a nether word finding 

connection with a pornographic star. Billy lives as a contrastive character to those around him. Vonnegut’s 

characters who live in the nature world are inauthentic and cannot escape. Thus Billy has no empathetic care for 

anyone who cannot transcend this broken world of reality. This difference has not been discussed; but the 

similarity between the two authors has. Critics accentuate how both authors highlight the grotesque describing the 

world as broken without repair. This connection is untenable for many reasons. Just to name a few: Vonnegut 

downplays every type of human connection: marriage, sex, friendship, conversations, and empathy. Kosinski 

recognizes each of these connects as essential for human fostering, and grotesque characters prevent this 

connection from occurring. Kosinski condemns characters because of their self-enclosure and it is these characters 
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          Thus, unlike Coale’s interpretation, Kosinski does not condemn every kind of 

collectivism; for collectivism, even with revenge, is to be praised far above indifference. As a 

matter of course, Kosinski blames the Polish, non-collective environment full of enclosed 

indifference and Kumluk freedom raiders far more than the Soviet environment, because they 

rescue the strangers at least temporarily. The boy escapes for survival’s sake and lands into the 

precarious arms of a collective vengeful environment.  

           This escape and connection are a great lacuna within Kosinski’s works, and wreak 

exegetical havoc on all who encounter his characters. Trying to make sense of these 

characteristics and to accentuate the malevolent lands plaguing Kosinski’s characters, some 

critics say that Kosinski’s worlds are not any kind of reality and cannot exist; for the characters, 

coupled with these environments, are horrifically extreme, far from any reality and equally far 

from any kind of reasonable, human imagination. Supporting this claim, Langer says Kosinski 

“introduced a quality of horror into the modern imagination which must radically alter our 

perception of reality.”519  Prendowska contends that Kosinski’s works portray “evil” as the 

“evangelism of modern fiction…a conscious rejection of value, meaning and desirability.”520 

Paul Lilly and Mark Hawthorne make this interpretation even starker, describing the helpless 

stranger as transformed from victim into victimizer.  On these interpretations, critics portray 
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Kosinski as wielding the sword of violence for the victim, a way to exercise his energy over an-

other; that is, in order for the character to locate and re-possess his own being-in-the-world.521 

These interpretations wrongly address the ideas of escape.  

         These interpretations separate each character from each in order to make sense of the one in 

juxtaposition to the other, which does not satisfy any character within Kosinski’s corpus. Using 

this form of interpretation—explaining Kosinski’s characters as escaping to secure a place in the 

world through defense or defiance—causes this lacuna to widen.  The ideas of isolation and need 

move back-and-forth with Kosinski’s characters and they are equally troubling for critical 

appraisals. Some recognize this isolation as beneficial for the characters, as an opportunity for 

them to escape for the purpose of authenticity or protection. For example, Houston reasons that 

because this world is inherently destructive, “to be with another person is not to be able to reveal 

the subjective Self, but to reveal that the subjective Self [as] forever isolated and hidden from the 

Other.”522 The “forever isolated” character remains “hidden from the Other” for the purpose of 

protection, authenticity and provision. This kind of interpretation Kosinski flatly rejects. It is true 

that Kosinski describes the subjective Self as fragile, but in vulnerability it forges identity and 

authenticity.  

                                                 

521 See Chad Pearson. “Confronting the Void: Murder and Authenticity in Existentialist Literature” (Ph.D 

diss., Texas at Dallas, 2006), especially the chapter “Jerzy Kosinski and Alain Robbe-Gillet: Perception as 

Violation, Identity as Rupture.” In this work he primary focus on Kosinski as a nihilist who finds his identity 

when he eliminates life through murder. He says, the kind of murder Kosinski is modern and a rejection of the 

“ancient model of a ritualistic sacrifice…[but] an act that bridges life and death, where one absorbs the life energy 

of another in order to further one’s own existence” (170). 
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            Houston, like many others, focuses his attention on one character or the other in 

isolation, recognizing isolation as the only way characters exist in a broken world.  If this is the 

case, since characters are at times isolated, there should be an occasional glimpse of satisfaction; 

but there is no satisfaction without an-other in Kosinski’s works. Not one of his characters is able 

to locate any kind of solidifying contentment, even as they manipulate their surroundings, 

express their depravity, or even abscond from unwelcoming hosts without an-other. In each of 

his works, every character pines for a welcoming host, and if one cannot be found, they remain 

hopelessly lost, but the characters continue without giving into suicidal temptations.  

           With all the traversing within each of Kosinski’s texts, he illustrates that even in a broken 

world, there exists a welcoming host, even if the search seems endless. Within his works 

Kosinski does not assume isolation as a form of contentment; the stranger necessitates a host 

who will not tyrannize or synthesize him. When the stranger, the orphan, or widow locates his 

host, the world can begin anew. Could this mean that moving ahead and projecting523 the future 

is not the goal for this journey but navigating within, anticipating the possibility of a new world 

with every environment? Could it be that Kosinski projects, the there is…beyond 

contradiction?...a presence even in the midst of an absence.”524 In other words, the idea of 

                                                 

523 This is a Heideggerian reference to how an individual authenticates the self and moves ahead. 

Heidegger says “forging-ahead already requires a circumscribed domain in which it moves. And it is precisely the 
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same text Heidegger identifies objects as people who linger “coming forth and going away”, “unconcealment into 

concealment”. These objects are not persons to which one has to connect but be “presently present” “to be 

translated into being” and belonging to another in the translation.  (Martin Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, trans. 

Julian Young, and Kenneth Haynes [Cambridge: University Press, 2002], 263, 274). 
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absence is the haunting reality within the text, but that reality only exists because there is a 

presence, the presence of another who can offer a welcoming embrace, a protective hand.  

          In Kosinski’s works, the host is responsible for the stranger, “in the concreteness of need, 

the space that keeps us away from ourselves,” the self that “is always to be conquered”, not in 

possession of an-other, but in working “with one’s hands” to authenticate the other to “finally 

reduce…pain and sorrow” which exists in the “solitude of being.”525  Kosinski demands his 

characters to be treated without binary reflections of battle, escape, isolation, and power, but to 

treat his characters with their entire experience in mind means allowing them to open up “a 

philosophic, mythological realm of knowledge.”526  

          Kosinski’s characters cannot be considered linearly, where a character moves from 

isolation to solidarity or from the pit to the palace. When they are treated linearly many 

foundational characteristics are overlooked, and with them, many of Kosinski’s essential themes 

are bypassed. Julius Raper, Sue Vice, Lawrence Langer, Tracy Houston, and Bernhard Malkmus 

all treat Kosinski’s orphans as victims whose primary need is escape; and the victim is to secure 

his escape through isolation. Additionally, this isolation and escape do not answer the question as 

to why each of his estranged protagonists continues their journeys, confused about unwelcomes 

and the lack of protection from suitable hosts.  For example, Raper, Houston, and Bernhard treat 

the orphan as a Bildungsroman character who needs salvation from other people. For these 

critics, Kosinski’s vignettes serve to show how ubiquitous hatred and indifference pervade the 
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world and how the victim must rise above his victimization to forge a new way, no matter how 

precarious his world is. Kosinski’s characters, then, for these aforementioned critics, describe a 

salvation that comes by escaping the natural world; not just an escape from an isolated location 

or circumstance, but from natural life itself—every kind of vulnerable human-to-human 

connection. This kind of interpretation connects Kosinski’s works to the philosophical 

worldview of Heidegger, Camus527, Kafka, Vonnegut and Sartre, and their vision of escape.  

          Using these profound novelists and philosophers as a way to interpret Kosinski’s 

characters, one sees that the strangers’ escape could be any form of isolation: transcendence, 

defense, defiance, or suicide. This isolation could be for a time or forever; but the goal is to 

refuel and re-engage for the purpose of gaining the power necessary to overcome an-other.  If 

                                                 

527 Since death does not follow Kosinski’s characters some turn away from Sartre and Kafka to interpret 

his works and connect him to Camus’s characters, avoid communal enclosure through escape, like the 

aforementioned, but they do not succumb to death or suicide. His characters, because of their enclosed 

environment, escape to far away village, even if these communities seem more precarious. There they find the 

power to overcome even through murder or torture. Camus’s strangers and host embody conflict; they never 

locate the other for an embrace but only repudiation. Thus, retreat is necessary; and when this retreat is secured, 

the host or the stranger returns isolated, possessing the power necessary for egregious acts to follow if it becomes 

necessary. Whatever the act—murder, abuse, sabotage, or defiance—his characters come back to their 

environment to overcome the other. Using Camus as characteristic of Kosinski’s strangers, the orphans or 

strangers retreat to gain the power necessary so the other cannot possess him He has not developed any reason for 

the murder, but his stranger enjoys the fanfare (Albert Camus, The Stranger, trans. Matthew Ward (New York: 

Vintage International, 1989), 102) Using Camus’s paradigm, the stranger must find a way to connect to others 

even through extreme acts, even murder; but this connection is to bolster the stranger’s power.  For Camus, when 

the stranger finally gains the attention he desired from the outset of the novel, he can find his new mode of 

expression and a new way to exist in a precarious world.  This is the way Langer and Vice read Kosinski. 

However, this is not the case in Kosinski’s novels—Painted Bird, Steps, or Being There. Kosinski’s characters 

demand a connection but a kind of connection that does not empower him to overcome an-other.  
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this power cannot be attained or remains insurmountable, the reader must justify the character’s 

actions: suicide, revenge,528 or amalgamation. 529 

        Using Sartre530 as Kosinski’s model, because Hell is other people, characters like the orphan 

must seek refuge from all people; and this escape should offer some sense of satisfaction, but it 

does not. The only escape is self-enclosure and the reader should anticipate Kosinski’s orphans 

and strangers to find satisfaction without an-other, even in death. Similarly, Kafka’s strangers are 

enclosed and refuse engagement, and like Sartre, even if it leads to personal death. Kafka 

describes the crowd as divisive and ridiculous; the crowd is by nature untrue and cannot connect 

or forge a connection to an-other.531 Kafka describes the fickle nature of crowds and their 

capricious whims, and how these whims lead to death and greater sense of enclosure.532 In light 

of Kafka’s strangers, Kosinski’s characters must find a way of retreat or suffer an egregious 

death. However, nowhere in Kosinski’s corpus does do his orphans and strangers retreat from the 

                                                 

528 Some use the orphan’s connection to Mitka, the Cuckoo to describe his overwhelming desire for 

revenge. However, he learns that this way of thinking and being leaves stunts human growth and for this reason 

the narrator explains how and why the orphan must leave Mitka and his other Russian patriots.   

 
529 See: Samual Coale, “The Cinematic Self of Jerzy Kosinski”, (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003) 

and Daniel Cahil, “Jerzy Kosinski: Retreat from Violence”, Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Hofstra 

University Press, 1972), 121-132. He says, “The image of the multi-colored sparrow and his pitiless death 

expanded for Kosinski as an expressive symbol, drawing unto itself man's paradoxical and conflicting aspirations 

for a unique identity and his instinctive psychological need for acceptance and love. Like the heroes of Camus and 

Robbe-Grillet, the boy in The Painted Bird is a stranger, fiercely proud of his independence, but seeking - shyly 

and cautiously - comfort in the hearts of those who will accept him - who will love him. 

 
530 For Kosinski, Sartre’s expression about “a few unhappy people” amongst the fifteen million still 

living in the Gulag would distance Kosinski from a Sartre kind of reading. It is likely that his works are rejections 

of any kind of Sartrean foundation (see Oral Pleasure, 261). 

  
531 This is a reference to Kierkegaard’s The Crowd is Untruth. 

 
532 See Kafka’s The Hunger Artist 
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crowd to gain an advantage; for this is the reason he uses helpless characters—they have no 

ability to gain an advantage. And they do not retreat to their own death.533   

          Abuse and maltreatment confuse Kosinski’s characters; abuse and maltreatment do not 

make Kosinski’s character’s intentionally murderous. For Kosinski, every death to a victim or 

victimizer is unforeseen, not empowering.  Even when the boy began to reflect on the powerful 

within the work, and desired to retreat to the dark side, he said with great incredulity: 

Only those with a sufficiently powerful passion for hatred, greed, revenge, or 

torture to obtain some objective seemed to make a good bargain with the powers 

of Evil. Others, confused, uncertain of their aim, lost between curses and prayers, 

the tavern and the church, struggled through life alone, without help from either 

God or the Devil.534 

 

Both before this scene and after solace and security are never found. No decision that excludes 

another gives solace and security. For the boy, abuse and the reason for the abuse remain a 

lacuna within the text. In one scene he concludes that selling one’s soul to the Devil must be the 

reason. And in another he comes to the conclusion that, now since he is a good boy, there is no 

more need for his punishment. Nothing in the text gives the impression that retreating for the 

purpose of empowering is a secure position. As a matter of course, when abuse becomes 

unbearable, Kosinski’s characters become even more confused, so much so that the orphan in 

                                                 

533 Krystyna Prendowska, Ivan Sanders, Annelies Vande Wyngaerde, and Laurence Langer treat the 

scene where the boy finds an abandoned home filled with rats and there he leads one of his victimizers to his 

death. However in this scene the boy’s peril response does not suggest revenge or premeditation; rather confusion 

and paralyzing observation. Furthermore, the boy did not offer a commentary as to how he felt about his 

antagonist; he only observed with a sense of unbelief.  The narrator described the boy as observing “this spectacle 

as if paralyzed, unable to tear myself away from the edge of the opening, lacking sufficient will power to cover it 

with the tin panel” (The Painted Bird 61).  

 
534 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 150. 
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The Painted Bird had an impulse to steal the eyes of a victim to see as others see, the others who 

make it their habit to victimize.  

          In Being There, Chance did not understand all the fuss about sex and political enterprises. 

Thus, escape for the purpose of protection or self-authentication is not Kosinski’s response to 

trauma, but his response is rejecting synthesis, amalgamation and fabricated unity, “living 

beyond contradiction”. Kosinski’s characters can only rebuild and repair through human to 

human connection, not through escape or indifference, acceptance “beyond contradiction.”   

           Even though it could be the case that each of Kosinski’s disjoined vignettes—

accentuating anachronistic time, place and theme—serves to support an escape from some of the 

world’s natural elements, Kosinski condemns characters who escape the natural world of reality, 

forgetting the world in front of them. For example, in Kosinski’s works, the clearest 

condemnation lies at the feet of the Catholic Church and its stronghold over the common people 

in common lands.535  

           This condemnation does not imply that Kosinski condemns every kind of transcendence, 

but every kind of transcendence that forges ahead without welcoming and protecting strangers. 

For example, in Steps, in a disjoined vignette his protagonist performs the function of a jurist in a 

                                                 

535 Many look to the orphan's connection to Gavrila to show the orphans violence. Gravrila did teach the 

orphan many essential lessons that the orphan had to overcome in the end. However a lesson he did learn came by 

way of the Catholic Church’s indifference to the plight of the community. He learned “that the order of the world 

had nothing to do with God, and that God had nothing to do with the world. The reason for this was quite simple. 

God did not exist. The coming priests had been to him so they could trick stupid, superstitious people. There was 

no God, no holy Trinity, no devils, ghosts, or ghouls rising from the graves; there was no Death flying everywhere 

in search of new sinners to snare. These were all tales for ignorant people who did not understand the natural 

order of the world, did not believe in their own powers, and therefore had to take refuge in their believe in some 

God” (Painted Bird, 187).  The re- learning came late in the book when the orphan noticed a praying man who 

had no affiliation to the clergy or religious order; he was a ski instructor.  
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case where a father kept his daughter in a cage for about a decade. This act was not a private 

affair, for the enclosed community endorsed it, and the priest justified it. When the unnamed 

protagonist confronted the priest, he justified the community’s indifference, citing the cost of an 

asylum. The protagonist continued his queries and alluded to a scandal and the priest’s 

complicit—and perhaps his condemnation for indecencies—response to her enclosure. To allude 

to all the questions, the priest explained how he knew of her plight and then justified it. Later, a 

court inquired of this gross crime; the prosecution called the priest to testify to what he knew 

concerning the woman. The priest accused the questioners and justified his indifference, 

declaring her to be a bastard child, demented and ill. “She was outside the reach of the church: 

after all, she had never even been baptized!”536 The priest absconds from his responsibility, 

saying to the judge and jury, “You understand nothing… nothing! You haven’t lived in this 

village for thirty years. What do you know of peasants? I know these people, every one of 

them—they’re good fathers, good providers.”537  Because of the priest’s role and the way of 

apprising his people, he calls each of them “good” even as they all turn a blind eye to pedophilia, 

rape, and fratricide.  

          This kind of “good” is not a good of this world but a confessional good, a transcendent 

good, a meaningless good. Kosinski condemns this kind of good, describing it as an escape from 

the actual world. To accentuate this point further, Kosinski characterizes his narrator as the 

stranger whose perspective serves to threaten the community because he demands the society to 

                                                 

536 Kosinski, Steps, 92. 

 
537 Ibid., 93. 
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confront the justified ills.  Even as the protagonist “drove through the village in a cloud of dust, 

[t]errified hens scattered, dogs barked”538, old ladies prayed for the father and priest’s 

exoneration. For Kosinski, this makes no sense. This fabricated care only serves to secure the 

soul for the next life, but this soul should be condemned in every world.  

          There should be no escape and no justification for acts that bar one from another, 

especially if one abuses an-other. His strangers cannot stand for a world that is up-side-down—

the Church’s re-negotiation of what is good, the society’s reorientation of its strangers, women 

fearful of their husbands, men’s use of women as objects, and animals fearful of all. All of this 

confounds the stranger, widows, and orphans. This is the kind of radical alternation Kosinski 

cannot stand; hence he uses strangers to highlight isolation, not in view of escape but in view of 

a broken world that needs repair.  

          Kosinski’s strangers survive physically as they escape this enclosed world; but Kosinski 

quickly places his protagonist in a new world, describing similar features. In these societies, 

Kosinski’s strangers serve as prophets announcing condemnation of cold indifference. With 

placid language, hoping for a caring response, Kosinski’s strangers confront an enclosed world 

in order to gain a face to face encounter. The host is to serve as a substitute for the stranger, the 

host is the other’s salvation. When this occurs, this rare occasion highlights the precarious power 

the host can wield or yield. In short, the stranger serves to break up an enclosed world, 

anticipating a welcoming host, so the host can serve the other, offering him a kind of salvation. 

Kosinski’s strangers never give up their quest even if it costs them life and liberty. Thus it is 

                                                 

538 Ibid., 107. 
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curious as to why Langer treats the boy as an anti-Darwinian figure who harkens back to death 

and savagery, for the boy finds solace erratically throughout Kosinski’s texts.   

          As these aforementioned critics further their observation, describing the victims’ (Chance 

in Being There and The Orphan in The Painted Bird) need to escape their precarious world 

remaining isolated from another, they miss the need for the other, that is, for the host to break up 

the stranger’s enclosed world.  

          Unlike a Heideggerian or a Sartrean figure, Kosinski’s character never projects the future, 

even if he locates available equipment, manipulating it in order to abscond from all threats and 

discover the authentic self; rather he does all of these things to find a suitable host, to traverse 

along a path where welcoming hosts are assumed. In both Sartre and Heidegger, escapes 

constitute an escape from the world, the precarious environment where men are bound to 

inauthenticity. These interpretations are curious, for even when Kosinski’s protagonists escape 

their pernicious world, they remain locked away from it; and Kosinski infuses the haunting 

desires for the protagonist to continue his travels, to break up the dead world as a messianic 

stranger, to find protection with a viable host.  Using the aforementioned idea of escape we miss 

why Kosinski’s orphans find connection to protectors; and why this connection to other strangers 

and groups is beneficial, and why the strangers pine for the other. If one makes much ado about 

these features Kosinski’s answer to trauma is connection to an-other, a vulnerability that fosters a 

sense of humanity.  

            As discussed in chapter three, the aforementioned interpretations describe Kosinski’s 

main character as a victim of savage violence and his/her need to break free from their 
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environment, killing off the other as a demon539 or transcending the crowd, becoming an 

authentic self. But this new interpretation accentuates the hither side of isolation. For Kosinski, 

revenge and defiance are a refuge but a refuge for further isolation. Kosinski, in the narrator’s 

voice, in The Painted Bird says, “The unhappy demon, the spirit of exile gliding high above the 

sinful world” is an isolated man of revenge. It is he who “no matter how popular and admired 

[he] lives mainly with himself. If he is not at peace with himself, if he is harassed by something 

he did not do but should have done to preserve his own image of himself,” he remains in exile.540 

Thus the Sartrean and Heideggerian escape occurs in Kosinski’s world, only for the protagonist 

to illustrate the damning effects of revenge. Thus, Kosinski could not be using these paradigms 

of escape or strangeness as a salvific hope.     

Connection to Holocaust Literature 

           How and where this escape occurs is a question within Holocaust literature and Holocaust 

witnessing. In the world of Holocaust literature, the protagonists, those in the land of the living, 

cannot escape this world; the world needs him/her to continue. No matter the Holocaust work 

survival is essential. But this survival is not a survival of isolation, but a survival, accentuating 

connection, that is, locating a suitable host. Survival in Holocaust witnessing is not for the 

purpose of authenticity and/or an escape unto transcendence, but a survival to outlast those who 

are the walking dead, the willing executioners. Using a Sartrean or Heideggerian vison of escape, 

Holocaust works are curiously handled and are treated without the author or the event in mind.  

                                                 

539 Sartre’s understanding of Hell as other people in No Exit illustrates the challenge that other’s pose to 

individuals. Individuals are in opposition to the world.  

 
540 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 205. 
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          Even though there are many different genres within Holocaust witnessing, the overarching 

message “transcends all plots to overwhelm its authority,” allowing the other—the stranger, the 

widow or the orphan—to hold the host hostage.541 On the surface the authority rests in the hands 

of the oppressor; and the oppressor is condemned because of his maltreatment of the stranger. 

For both the novelist and biographer, the question remains the same: what remains human in 

these unresponsive automatons, and what role does the stranger play? For Kosinski, the answer 

is: the stranger must survive so the host can redeem the world, taking responsibility for another.  

Kosinski says: 

The child (the Boy) survives because he cannot do otherwise, because he is a total 

incarnation of the urge for self-realization and self-preservation. He possesses no 

ability to limit himself, or to prevent the full force of his potential from 

developing. Rather he is equipped only with those powers of nature and instinct 

which further his ability to survive. The conscious mind is halted and tied up by 

its inability to do otherwise; ‘the child,’ therefore, resists to the utmost any threat, 

however small, to his safety.542 

 

In the language of divine protection, reminiscent of biblical stories of survival, Kosinski’s 

orphans must survive so that a new world can begin again, not as one isolated without another 

but one that anticipates another, even as he traverses from one precarious place to another.   

The boy’s survival foreshadows the possibility of a new world. This becomes starkly present 

when the boy regains the power of speech. His speechlessness came as a result of transcendent 

indifference in a “faraway village church.”543 In first person narration, Kosinski explains with 

overtones of rescue and resurrection that, 

                                                 

541 Hatley, Suffering Witness, 80. 

 
542 Kosinski, Notes on the Painted Bird, 16.  

 
543 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 232. 
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April sunshine filled the room. I moved my head and it did not seem to hurt. I 

lifted myself on my hands and was about to lie down when the phone rang…I 

pulled myself out of bed and walked to the table. I lifted up the receiver and heard 

a man’s voice…somewhere at the other end of the wire there was someone who 

wanted to talk with me….I opened my mouth and strained. Sounds crawled up my 

throat. I started to arrange them into syllable and words. I distinctly heard them 

jumping out of me one after another, like peas from a split pod. I put the receiver 

aside, hardly, believing it possible. I began to recite words and sentences, snatches 

of Mitka’s songs…I spoke loudly and incessantly like the peasants and then like 

the city folk, as fast as I could, enraptured by the sounds that were heavy with 

meaning, as wet snow is heavy with water, convincing myself again and again 

and again that speech was now mine and that it did not intended to escape through 

the door which was opened onto the balcony.544 

 

Kosinski describes that the boy “heard a man’s voice…somewhere at the other end of the wire.” 

This voice was open and welcoming; for it “wanted to talk with me.” The boy was now open, 

even if strained, which created an involuntary response as words jumped “out of me one after 

another.” Kosinski’s novel and many other Holocaust literary works anticipate the “voice of 

another,” a welcoming voice, a suitable other. 

            In the end, this new world with its inhabitants cannot not exist as fragmented parts, 

isolated, spread out, allowing one thing to be on equal footing to other things. Characters must 

connect to another, the voice of the other.545  For Kosinski, the boy necessitated the voice on the 

other side of the phone; the voice reawakens the boy to another. It is here that words become 

palatable. The boy does not survive by murdering and pillaging, but by finding connections, and 

sustaining these connections. The boy walks amongst the land dead looking for a living, a host 

                                                 

 
544 Ibid. 

 
545 Holocaust literature features this with many of its works. For Levi it was two of the three friends 

(Alberto, Jean and Pikolo); for Schwartz-Bart it was one of the righteous and Kosinski describes a world where 

characters (hosts) exist for the purpose of an-other. 
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who can save him from fragmentation and isolation. These victims, strangers in a foreign land 

must remain living in order for the host to be awakened to his responsibility.  

           Kosinski condemns the unwelcoming hosts who demand strangers to dig their own graves 

and he especially condemns those who recognizes an idea, “the Fatherland” more than a person. 

In Kosinski’s environment, strangers cannot escape to isolated places and survive; the stranger 

cannot survive without a host. The host cannot cast his responsibility off to another, he must take 

on the responsibility of substituting for another; for, “not even God, can substitute himself for the 

victim” and a “world in which pardon is all-powerful becomes inhuman.” The act of substitution 

is never ending, the host must look for the stranger, listening for his cries. In responding the host 

finds meaning and value beyond the grave, in the life of the other. The land of the living must 

not value life in the same way as one does things, holding one life as more valuable than 

another.546  It is the responsibility of the just man, the host, to be for the estranged victim, the 

prisoner, breathing life into another in order for a new world to begin. 

                                                 

546 I am referring to Jan Gross, Golden Harvest: Events at the Periphery of the Holocaust (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2012), where he describes a host of peasants who desecrate mass graves in order to find 

golden teeth, jewelry, or any other thing of value. He describes a picture where the dead and living are 

indistinguishable. Describing this picture he says, “The orderly row of skulls can serve as a judicial proof, but not 

as an expression of compassion. Only an individual skull invokes an individual fate…The indifference of the 

sitters, their gaze turning away from what is placed in front of them means these are not our bones. The bones of 

our dead would not be treated that way; they would not be exposed in the sand, without cover. They would 

demand respect, dignity. And dignity, first of all, means separation, individuation. The mass graves of men and 

boys from Srebrenica were combed for bones, which over a period of years were pieced together to reconstitute 

person after person. No gesture, no gaze in this picture indicates a link between the dead and the living (86).   
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CHAPTER 6 

PHENOMENOLOGY: KOSINSKI, LEVINAS, AND 

 HOLOCAUST LITERATURE 

 

       Levinas realized that to begin with an ontological question fails to accentuate the importance 

of the other.547 Concerning Levinas’ form of phenomenology, there are three important features. 

First, the other must be understood vertically as the face of God commanding me to protect and 

not destroy, to serve and not isolate. For Levinas the relation to the other has much to do with an 

intrinsic responsibility from an exterior command. Second, within this responsibility language 

has its inception; it is here where language is heeded and heard. The host is responsible to hear 

the voice of the marginalized: the stranger, widow and orphan. Third, Levinas argues that this 

philosophical approach requires ethics to be first philosophy, not traditional ethics but an ethical 

approach listening to the command from the other. The phenomenological approach requires a 

lived experience and not a set of synthesizing principles or policies.  

          As aforementioned, Kosinski’s worldview is similarly structured. The condemnation of the 

community is evident when it does not heed the voice of the marginalized. The people who 

synthesize the stranger into its mold ends up harming the victim. Kosinski accentuates the 

Catholic Church as one of the most harmful environments within his novels; and (according to 

Kosinski’s description) the Catholic Church’s demand for synthesis destabilizes a 

phenomenological embrace for the victim.  

                                                 

547This is also true with many other Jewish philosophers especially Abraham Joshua Heschel (See Joseph 

Britton, Abraham Heschel and the Phenomenon of Piety, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), 203-205.   
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          Kosinski’s works, because of his themes, setting and the aforementioned conundrum, must 

be understood in light of phenomenology. Kosinski, like most Holocaust authors, describes the 

barrier between man and man; and this barrier has to do with gross prejudice, language, and the 

collective voice. Kosinski demands his reader to ask: how can man renew the world with 

characters like Rainbow, Garbos, and the priest. Kosinski answers this question, illustrating the 

need for these hosts to take responsibility for the stranger.  

         Phenomenology directly addresses each of these barriers; and Holocaust critics are 

responsible to uses this appropriate phenomenological interlocutor to interpret Kosinski’s works. 

Holocaust literature directly addresses this “non-reflective submersion” but unlike the majority 

of these aforementioned authors Holocaust literature still contain a metaphysic that many of 

these philosophers abandon. Each of these author’s turns inward, pining for a renewal for and by 

one self. However Holocaust literature shows this to be wanting. Heidegger and Sartre turn 

inward, escaping the stares and confines of the other. Nietzsche and Freud548 also turned inward 

offering a larger perspective of personal trauma to show how men must live even fatalistically in 

a world of suffering. The inward turn does not comply with the Jewish worldview that directs 

humanity outward towards another, which is Kosinski’s foundation.  

         Continental philosophers—Freud, Husserl, Sartre, Heidegger, Levinas (et. al.)—considered 

many existential questions as they recognized the transforming social landscapes of the West and 

worldwide conflicts. They discovered an overarching sense of ennui, alienation, and 

                                                 

548 There are a host of critics using Freud to understand Kosinski’s novels. See: Daniel Knafo and 

Kenneth Feiner Unconscious Fantasies and the Relational World (Routledge, 2013), 98-121. See also TA 

Houston, “The Phenomenological Self in the Works of Jerzy Kosinski”.  
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inauthenticity as the primary problems plaguing humanity. Most of the aforementioned 

philosophers turn inward in order to perfect the world.549 However, Husserl’ diagnosis is: there 

remains an ever widening gap between the natural world and its inhabitants.550 In short, the 

solution is to learn how to negotiate the passive elements within the natural world and accept that 

every being is fundamentally unique.551, 552 Following Husserl’s line of thinking, Sartre and 

Heidegger understood the world and its inhabitants as competing for authenticity and 

individuality. These two conclude that the solution is to escape and return to nature and/or the 

self.553 

         However, like Sartre and Heidegger, Levinas followed Husserl’s phenomenological 

method but noticed an underlying problem to the aforementioned problems. Contrary to what 

Sartre and Heidegger maintain, beings do not exist for me; rather I exist taking responsibility for 

the other. Levinas’ worldview argues that beings authenticate their existence through a radical 

sense of responsibility. Levinas neither denied the world’s hostilities, nor did he believe the 

solution to be self-enclosure. For Levinas,  

                                                 

 
549 Freud’s diagnosis: the world’s parameters create discontented beings. The solution, in short, is to 

return to a primitive way of life without superimposed societal constraints, the ones inhibiting authenticity 

(Civilization and Discontents, 72). 

 
550 Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, 84. 

 
551 See David Andrew Bell, Husserl (New York: Routledge, 2001), 51. 

    552 Edmund Husserl, Shorter Works, ed. Peter McCormick, and Frederick Elliston (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 187. 

 
553 See Cecile Tougas, The Phenomena of Awareness: Husserl, Cantor, Jung (London: Routledge, 2013), 

31-2.  
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To be for the Other is to be good. The concept of the Other has, to be sure, no new 

content with respect to the concept of the I: but being-for-the Other is not a 

relation between concepts whose comprehension would coincide, or the 

conception of a concept by an I, but my goodness. 554 

 

Perpetual self-examination through escape does not rid the problems of ennui, alienation 

and inauthenticity, but my being for the other allows the other to escape a sense of ennui 

and alienation opened to infinity. This is directly related to what Kosinski illustrates in 

Steps.   

        Levinas recognized the world and its inhabitants as necessary for a fostering humanity, not 

to negotiate or manipulate for personal use. Every host as an individual has the responsibility for 

the stranger, the absolute other, treating him as a member of a common family. For Levinas, the 

solution to ennui and alienation is radical responsibility; it is what responsible beings do who 

recognize and act in “substitution…for the others.”555 Levinas goes on to say that substituting for 

this other breaks up “alienation;” for “the other in the same is my substitution for the other 

through responsibility, for which I am summoned as someone irreplaceable. I exist through the 

other and for the other, but without this being alienation: I am inspired.”556 Self-enclosure, 

escape, the return to the primitive does not mediate personal despair, rather it increases it. 

Levinas says: 

In the incomparable relationship of responsibility, the other no longer limits the 

same, it is supported by what it limits. Here the over-determination of the 

ontological categories is visible, which transforms them into ethical terms. In this 

                                                 

554 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 261 (see also 221). He goes on to say “The fact that in existing for another 

I exist otherwise than in existing for me is morality itself” (261). 

 
555 Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 57 

 
556 Ibid., 114 
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most passive passivity, the self liberates itself ethically from every other and from 

itself. Its responsibility for the other, the proximity of the neighbor, does not 

signify a submission to the non-ego; it means an openness in which being's 

essence is surpassed in inspiration. It is an openness of which respiration is a 

modality or a foretaste, or, more exactly, of which it retains the aftertaste. Outside 

of any mysticism, in this respiration, the possibility of every sacrifice for the 

other, activity and passivity coincide.557 

 

         For Levinas, the need for the other does not limit my freedom but allows my freedom and 

authenticity to be fully discovered, the “incomparable relationship of responsibility.” So freedom 

and responsibility are perpetually linked. For Levinas, then, being does not escape from the self, 

but rather the Self escapes being. All of this demands for “the proximity of the neighbor,” an 

“openness” to an-other as a source of life, and expression of infinity, a “respiration,” can only be 

realized in the proximity of another. This closeness is both a “foretaste” and “aftertaste,” 

“outside of any mysticism,” which offers a wholeness, an authentication of my being-in-the-

world.558  

            Kosinski, like the continental philosophers, responded to the same struggle; and he 

(Kosinski) wrote his novels with these solutions in mind. Using a crude example, Kosinski likens 

his existence to the game of polo. He says, “The mixture of abandonment and control to me 

typifies my whole life.”559 For Kosinski and for Levinas, needs allow the host to fulfill their 

responsibility for the needy and abandon himself for another, receiving the other as a gift. In his 

first three novels, The Painted Bird, Steps, and Being There each character pines for welcoming 
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hosts; but welcoming hosts failed to take on the responsibility for the strangers in their midst. 

Kosinski’s works are not accentuating competing characters but characters looking for hosts, a 

non-indifferent character who takes the responsibility as a protector.   

          Kosinski’s works should be read as a critique on the in-hospitable hosts, not as works 

accentuating a survival narrative or the stranger who wields a sword of violence; thus, ethical 

questions should be the first question within his texts not afterthoughts. Kosinski does not 

support the idea that survival is the goal, but an ethical world is.  In The Painted Bird and Being 

There, the assumption of escape from reality demands characters to find solace by fleeing from 

the encumbering world to be isolated. However, this solace is never found in isolation. For 

example, when the orphaned boy entered his first home with Marta, even though she uttered 

words that kept the two separated, he clung to her to the extent that he learned lessons of life and 

death, survival and salvation as a result:  

…The hut would become warmer as the pictures grew sharper, more real. I could 

see my mother sitting at the piano. I heard the words of her songs. I recalled my 

fear before an appendix operation when I was only four years old, the glossy 

hospital floors, the gas mask the doctors placed on my face which prevented me 

from even counting to ten.560 

 

The warmth of Marta’s home came not as the two became more isolated from each other, 

locating a kind of remote authenticity. Rather the work is understood rightly, as the reader 

observes the boy finding connection with the woman, even a kind of admiration for her 

uniqueness, negotiating her welcome. With this connection, no matter how slight, the boy was 

able to recall fond memories: his “mother sitting at the piano,” singing songs, and remembering 
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with warmth the doctor’s care. Especially in the midst of great loss, the need for connection 

remains rife even if it is slight. 

         After the boy inadvertently starts a fire, burning Marta’s hut and her dead body with it, he 

flees to the wilderness, not to escape the embrace of others, but “to find people”, to locate a 

welcoming “village”, the warmth of a home and its afforded protection. The fire started 

inadvertently; the boy was not seeking to overcome another or to find isolation from Marta. The 

orphan never seeks isolation but an embrace. However, throughout the story, the only warmth 

the boy finds is with animals, his comet, and other strangers like Ewka. Kosinski’s indictment is: 

human help is expected and necessary, and anyone who refuses this help is sinfully indifferent 

and contributes to human suffering. For Kosinski, gross human treatment has to do with human 

indifference, not inherited sin, a fatalistic historical event, or punishment on all people who had a 

hand in killing Christ. The cure for this indifference is welcoming a stranger and shattering the 

inhuman isolation that leads to maledicted people.  

          When human help cannot be located, the cold earth and warm animals are his only refuge. 

Naïve guests and enclosed hosts, local misfits and rejected strangers accentuate this cold 

indifference. For example, Olga, an estranged enchantress, taught the boy the necessity of human 

help; but when human help cannot be found “plants and animals,…poisons and medicinal 

herbs,…[and]…fire”561 are his only means of survival. Olga’s disunion from human help is a 

result of her eviction from society, and her tutelage is a reflection on this banishment.  
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        The miller’s wife also serves to make this point clear. She, a naïve host, cooks dinner for 

her live-in guest (an “orphan”) not knowing of her husband’s impulsive rage. In the end, as this 

pseudo-family eats together, the miller takes the boy abruptly and gouges out his eyes; then he 

turned his rage on his wife.  Both of these women’s actions are results of their isolation, not their 

personality or occult practices. Olga learns her occult practices as a result of her isolation; and 

the miller’s wife learned to cower as a result of her husband’s tyranny. With these characters, 

Kosinski directs his readers to an important psychology: when human contact cannot be located, 

survival tactics lead to maledicted people and practices; and these tactics lead to antisocial 

behavior. Kosinski even directs the reader’s attention away from the human to human 

indifference and on to human to animal indifference. As Kosinski directs his readers to the 

animal and human contact, he illustrates how even the dogs anticipate “human help”, but they 

(the dogs) only find a scorning, indifferent crowd.  

        In contrast to this indifference, the orphan reflects on the irony of death and a family’s 

warm embrace in an illusory narrative about a child found dead near a set of railroad tracks. He 

imagines how the boy may have “felt cheated, deceived” as his “parents or his 

friends…assured[ly] tossed out of the train…to find human help.”562 Kosinski’s slight reference 

to the death camps characterizes the disjunction between incredible indifference and the 

assumption of human protection and warmth. With this reference, he describes how even with 

the impending doom of the death camps, the boy “would have preferred to cling to the warm 

bodies of his father and mother in the packed car, to feel the pressure and smell the hot tart 
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odors, the presence of other people, knowing that he was not alone, told by everyone that the 

journey was only a misunderstanding.”563   

         In light of this illusionary reflection, two deceptions demand the reader’s attention: the 

deception of remaining on the train and the deception of being thrown from the train. Kosinski’s 

first irony has to do with being thrown from the train and the indefensible possibility of care and 

preservation if “human help” is available. The train’s occupants assume—deceivingly—there is 

an-other in this precarious world, and the child would survive his trauma. The outcome of this 

choice is clear. The other deception is if the boy would have remained on the train. The boy 

would have been deceitfully assured “that the journey was only a misunderstanding” and the 

“presence of other people” offers the irony of life.  

          Kosinski does not allow the reader to know which choice of deception is better; but he 

does describe that the boy, having been thrown from the train assuming “human help.” And in 

this face to face encounter a new world could be opened for this victim. Thus the opportunity of 

life—a life that contains the feeling of deception and thievery— remains starkly contrasted to the 

parental warmth, even with the impending doom.  

         In a Heideggerian reading after the boy recognized the death of another he would stop 

looking for a host’s protection and become an authentic, self-assured being; but this does not 

occur. The idea of dying alone is not the fact to which Kosinski directs his readers, rather how 

the boy still pines for an-other’s embrace. The death of this child does not offer the boy a new 

philosophy for self-authenticity as a being-toward-death but a being in search for life.  
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          Moreover, from this scene, Kosinski contrasts the vital difference between the political, 

impersonal trains and their inevitable certain death, and the trace of humanity that could be on 

the countryside. As the boy reflects on this other boy’s death on the side of the railroad tracks, 

Kosinski couples the cold irony of loneliness and preservation in contrast to a life filled with 

ironic warmth. This episode rejects any kind of Heideggerian philosophy; for the idea of being 

thrown into the world leads only to death and not a responsible humanity.  

           For Kosinski, this scene further describes the need for others and not the desire to escape 

from others. The cold, chilled or icy elements and the dangerous inhabitants accentuate 

indifference in light of irresponsibility. The boy recognizes that in light of this other he arrives 

too late and those who were present did not fulfill their responsibility. This scene does not show 

death as the master; but death drives him courageously seeking an-other.564 However, he still 

lacked the strength to intervene on behalf of the other; he, thus, observes incorrigibly Rainbow’s 

dastardly acts while lacking the ability to live for the benefit of the other. The occasion plagued 

the boy with “strange dreams” which haunted [him] at night, causing him to hear “moans and 

cries in the barn, an icy hand touched me, black strands of lank hair smelling of gasoline stroked 

my face.”565 The boy never becomes indifferent to the cries of another but this cry lived even in 

the boy’s dreams. Despite these gruesome deaths, the boy did not look back but pressed forward, 

continuing courageously to locate signs of life.  
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          In contrast to these unwelcoming hosts, the idea of a welcome comes to the fore in two 

contrasting scenes. After the two boys chase and abuse the orphan, making him jump into a 

frozen lake, he protects himself by fighting back. After his narrow escape, he finds temporary 

reprieve with Ewka. They find enjoyment with one another until her family bridles her with 

indecent acts. Kosinski creates two settings with this couple: vulnerability in the wide open 

spaces of the forest and enclosure within the confines of a barn or a room. After the warmth of 

Ewka’s embrace, Kosinski describes the orphan being chased into a frozen lake. These 

contrasting scenes come after the boy gives into the evil ones; but Kosinski reminds the reader 

that the boy has not lost his humanity. The boy narrates using a double entendre saying, “Only 

my face was still alive; I could not feel the rest of my body: it seemed to belong to the ice. I 

made efforts to move my legs and feet.”566 Throughout the story, the boy’s humanity remains, 

even in a trace. Even after the boy welcomes, the evil ones he still reminisces about his time with 

Ewka.  

          The orphan pined for Ewka’s embrace, and after seeing her father and brother’s grotesque 

abuse, he describes himself as “shattered” and in need of a superhuman quality of evil. He could 

not become an indifferent bystander to Ewka’s abuse, so he “welcomes the evil ones”567, to aid 

his survival and his revenge. Just before he describes this evil possession, he offered an editorial 

explanation on how these evil characters demand a welcome, the host’s initial exposure. He says:  

If their (evil) seed sprouted to life, if they felt welcomed, they offered all the help 

which might be needed, on the condition that it would be used for selfish purposes 

and only to the detriment of others. From the moment of signing a pact with the 
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Devil, the more harm, misery, injury, and bitterness a man could inflict on those 

around him, the more help he could expect.568 

 

In light of the orphan’s editorial distance, four observations need to be made. First, the boy’s 

trauma spurs on the boy’s welcoming “the evil ones”. Second, the boy understands evil as a 

germinating infection that contains three conditions: “if their (evil) seed sprouted to life,” “if 

they felt welcomed,” and if this evil is “used for selfish purposes…to the detriment of others.” 

Third, the consideration of this welcome stands in in juxtaposition to a possible warm embrace. 

Fourth, even after the initial welcome, the “evil ones” have ongoing requirements “for selfish 

purposes…to the detriment of others.”569 If this occurs the boy should “expect” more strength 

and more power the more he inflicts “harm, misery, and injury,” while fostering “bitterness” in 

himself and others.570   

           The irony of this welcome is the boy’s response to the “Evil Ones.” He tries to welcome 

them to feel “stronger and more confident” to no longer give into the evil of others.571 After 

welcoming these Evil Ones, he declared the time of passivity was over; “the belief in good, the 

power of prayer, altars, priests, and God had deprived me of my speech. My love for Ewka, my 

desire to do anything I could for her, also met with its proper reward.”572 Kosinski connects the 

warmth of an appropriate welcome to the chill of an unwelcome. Kosinski leads the reader to 
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center his discourse on the host’s ability but his unwillingness, paralleling the terms 

“unwelcome”573 and “indifference.”574 However, in the work, he escapes the evil ones and their 

gross indecent behavior and finds another warm embrace with two Russian soldiers. There he 

regains his strength with a welcoming host and begins to regain his humanity with appropriate 

interlocutors.  

           His instinct for possession is an instinct for integration, and is imperialism in a search for 

security. He would like to cast the white mantle of his internal peace over the antagonism that 

opposes him in the world but he cannot. In this world, a welcoming host and a needy strangers 

are necessary for each other. The orphan is not buying into a world of soulless men. The Nazi’s 

solidified the process of “undoing…creation” and the “chaos…of anticreation, in which 

everything is possible because everything is permitted.” This new “world is not merely broken—

it hangs on the edge of the darkness…”575 Kosinski’s world is the chaos and darkness of 

indifference imagined and realized in the mid-twentieth century. These critical evaluations fail to 

consider the “terrifying” “silence of infinite spaces” and the “invasion of this there is” without 

correspondence or representation.576 
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Ethical Consideration of Kosinski’s work in light of his Journey Vignettes  

          Late in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, lofty goals, whether attainable or 

superfluous, universal salvific missions, or personal transformation characterized many 

journeying stories. Each of these goals, missions, or discoveries carries with it a kind of ethical 

value. To name a few: Mark Twain, in his Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, describes the 

pragmatic necessity and the ethical demand of becoming an outsider during reconstruction. The 

goal of his works was personal transformation and the reconciliation of one to a particular group. 

In Tony Morrison’s trilogy Beloved, Jazz, and Paradise, she describes the internal struggles of a 

slave family who escapes the horrors of an enclosed world. Her novels centered on personal and 

corporate solidarity and with it the salvation of a group, which itself is an ethical value. Even 

John Steinbeck’s The Pearl, and Jack London’s The Call of the Wild offer their readers the 

tragedy of greed using a journeying motif.577 Their works describe a world gone mad and the 

untenable goal of reconciliation.   

         Unlike the aforementioned, Kurt Vonnegut describes the unattainable and superfluous goal 

of renewal in a world that remains impervious to the needs of others. For Vonnegut’s characters 

characterize marriage (the idea of responsibility for another) as a “disease.” His characters are 

forever isolated, characterizes as “going crazy,” if they pledge their responsibility for another, 

especially life-long companionship.578 In each of these journeying stories a central character 

                                                 

577 John Steinbeck, The Pearl. (New York: Viking Press, 1947). See James Gray, John Steinbeck, 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1971), 29-31. Jack London, The Call of the Wild. (Champaign, IL: 

Project Gutenberg, 1990).  

 
578 Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (New York: Delacorte Press, 1969), 137. 

 



 

232 

dominates the story in search for meaning and value isolated from another. Value and meaning 

are not found in the face-to-face encounter with another.  

           The Western journeying motifs, typified with these aforementioned works, featuring a 

central character on a mission with the help of God and his personal prowess, gains what he 

needs to be a viable person, pragmatically prepared for every encounter. He remains impervious 

to the needs of others and will not be dissuaded from his mission. Even Vonnegut’s main 

character, Billy, in Slaughterhouse Five rises above his wife’s needs and becomes impervious to 

the world around him so that he can traverse onto the land of the Tralfamadorians to experience 

the value and meaning of life.  These journeying stories have made an indelible impact on the 

American culture and are well understood since they keep within the New Testament and Greco-

Roman structures (Creation, Fall, Redemption, Recreation579).   

          Kosinski’s stories, like those of the aforementioned American authors, keep within the 

vein of a journeying story; however, he (Kosinski) does not follow the same structure, goal or 

centrality of a single character. His journeying motif is foreign to Western ruminations, and 

difficult for the American reader to interpret; as a result, a host of interpretations have failed to 

notice how isolation is a negative characteristic for Kosinski, and the ethical consideration begin 

in light of the host/stranger relationship. Kosinski’s stories demand hosts to return to stranger; to 

return to responsibility and the infinite value of human life.  

         Thus, Kosinski’s journeying motif does not have a clear purpose in light of a single 

character. For Kosinski, even the crowd is used as a character within the story. The crowd needs 
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redemption even more so than the main character. The boy’s necessity is to survive to be the 

ethical barometer for the community. His central character’s desire is to find a connection in an 

isolated environment where he seeks hope and salvation in the host’s embrace. He does not have 

the power of will to dominate an-other; his only ability is to survive. In his survival he seeks a 

host who will protect him with a salvific embrace. Unless a foreign force drives him away 

through abuse and indifference, he does not retreat, dominate, amalgamate, or gratuitously abuse 

his potential interlocutor. For example, the orphan in The Painted Bird and the childish stranger 

in Being There both set out from a foreign environment looking for a protecting host. In the 

orphan’s first host home—in The Painted Bird—Martha’s demands, smells, behavior, sexual 

misconduct or superstition fails to drive him away from her; only the fire that he inadvertently 

starts gives him cause to leave. Similarly, Chance does not reject Elizabeth Eve’s embrace even 

with her inordinate demands, accidental mistreatment, sexual advances, and controlling speech. 

Even after her chauffeur backs her car into him, smashing his leg, she welcomed him into her 

car, and he—in his extreme vulnerability—“leaned on the arm that the woman proffered him”580 

as they drove away together. He does not leave this environment until enclosure is the only 

result.  

          The pattern is: a host finds a closed community, lawless to communal desires; the stranger 

requires the community to protect him. If the community receives the stranger, the community is 

saved. If the community seeks to harm the stranger the stranger escapes to a new environment, 
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one that needs a stranger to break up their lawless behavior. If the host becomes the substitute for 

the stranger, the world is saved.581  

         This pattern is a biblical pattern (e.g. Genesis, Exodus, Joshua, Judges, Esther) and contains 

at least two characters: a host and a stranger. Each necessitates the other, so that loneliness does 

not create murderous indifference. As the host accepts the stranger, communion continues, but if 

the host and the stranger remain impervious to the other’s embrace, unethical treatment is the 

result.  This journey begins with a lonely host who cannot find an interlocutor. The host seeks 

out the stranger and the host breaks up the interiority of the stranger. In this way both find a kind 

of redemption, one in the act of responsibility and the other in the embrace of the host.582 Within 

this paradigm, the character’s location, or where he is headed locally, is not the primary interest, 

but his covenantal responsibility, or as Levinas says “the autochthon of being.”583 Levinas 

explains this situation, saying:  

Freedom presents itself as the other to the same, who is always the autochthon of 

being, always privileged in his own residence. The other, the free one, is also the 

stranger. The nakedness of his face extends into the nakedness of the body that is 

cold and that is ashamed of its nakedness.584 

 

                                                 

581 Abraham and Sarah and Isaac and Rebekah’s tricking Pharaoh so that abuse does not ensue (Gen 
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Both are estranged when no connection could be had; but both are saved when the host covers 

the “cold” shameful “nakedness” of the stranger.  

         Three very brief examples should suffice to understand this paradigmatic formula. In 

Genesis 24-27, the story of Rebekah and Isaac describes the host and stranger’s journey and their 

ensuing communion. Isaac, the host, desires a wife, his stranger.  His father (serving as the host) 

sends a servant to beckon a woman from a different land. The servant, the paradigmatic stranger, 

leaves as Abraham commands him. He enters a world where he, the stranger, meets a woman 

who breaks free from her routine and offers him an appropriate, hospitable embrace.585 Rebekah, 

the paradigmatic host, invites the servant to eat and drink with her. He welcomes her embrace; 

then the servant proposes marriage and infinite protection in a new host home. Both the servant 

and Rebekah traverse as strangers and find Abraham and Isaac to protect them as their hosts, in 

this patriarchal home. As the host and stranger commune humanity continues. Even as Rebekah 

and Isaac struggle to conceive, God, as the stranger, grants them reprieve with twin boys. Again 

the cycle continues where Jacob, one of the sons, becomes a stranger and God breaks up the 

totality of his being, embracing him in an epic struggle, which becomes characteristic of Israel’s 

relationship with God.586  

          Another example is Adam in the idyllic garden in Genesis 2. God recognizes Adam, the 

lonely stranger, who necessitates a suitable helper to mitigate his solitude. God recognized Adam 

                                                 

585 Many scholars treat the episode of Rebekah and the servant separate from the story of Isaac and 

Rebekah. See Lieve Teugels, “A Strong Woman Who Can Find?: A Study of the Characterization in Genesis 24 

with some Perspectives on the General Presentation of Isaac and Rebekah in the Genesis Narrative,” Journal for 

the Study of the Old Testament 63 (1994): 89-104. 

 
586 Gen 32:22. 

 



 

236 

having a kind of loneliness that demanded the host’s attention.587 God provides for this stranger 

but the stranger becomes a host to Eve. He then must take up the responsibility to nourish and 

protect her.588 Adam, elated says, “…At last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall 

be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.”589 In each of these stories a tempter enters 

their world to drive a wedge in between the interlocutors, potentially barring the two from 

communion and responsibility. For Rebekah it was the temptation to remain passive, allowing 

Isaac to offer Esau his unmerited blessing. For Adam, it was the temptation to reject God’s 

injunction in eating from the forbidden tree. Since Adam did not reject this temptation, the 

enmity between the couple ensued. Similarly, Cain, like his mother and father, gave into his 

temptation “crouching at [his] door,”590 and since he did not reject this temptation he went 

forward with his indifferent murderous act.591 The tempter entices the stranger and host through 

egocentric musings; this is the primary message in Jewish stories—reject the temptation of 

egocentric musings and live.592  
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          Throughout the biblical stories, this conflict continues to rise as the characters traverse 

along their journey. The journey typically unfolds as one becomes distracted, tempted and 

allured away from the other. The journey commences and continues until re-communion ensues.  

With each of these characters, the intentionality that demands one to “rule over” their temptation 

becomes a primary leitmotif.593 In Adam, he traveled through the garden with God and did not 

find one to break up his being. Eve provided this for Adam, hence his celebration.594 Cain tried 

to please God on his own, but he could not. Abel was sent to break up the totality of his being, 

but Cain did not allow him to do so. God even warned him not to fall into sin. He did not heed 

God’s command and he did not recognize the humanity of his brother, thus he killed him.  

Through the journey, the biblical characters gain a sense of authenticity and responsibility as 

they prefer the other. The opposite occurs when they do not. This becomes starkly clear after 

Cain kills his brother and said to God “Am I my brother’s keeper?”595  

         To explain this more succinctly and connect Emmanuel Levinas to Kosinski’s journeying 

motif, Levinas’ work Difficult Freedom describes the significance of these journeys and its link 

to Judaism. In his chapter entitled “Ethics and Spirit”, he explains Jewish journeying as a way to 

attain a “Talmudic science,” which is “the continual unfolding of the ethical order, leading to the 

                                                 

593 Adam sought to distance himself from Eve, blaming God for her presence (Gen 3:12). Isaac sought to 
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salvations of the individual soul.”596 The “continual unfolding” and never arriving mark a 

frustrating difference. The Western world finds satisfaction in the arrival of a principle or 

procedure to mark what is ethical, desiring never to revisit the established creed. After one event 

has been overcome, to revisit that event seem unnatural and even immoral.597  

          The Jewish tradition does not treat the journey as a place by place inquiry to establish a 

static order, directing the traveler to a utopian place of solitude, but demands the traveler to 

reinterpret life consistently taking on responsibility in light of each situation. To this end Levinas 

says,  

The originality of this situation does not only lie in the formal antithesis it 

represents with regard to the cognitive consciousness. The calling in question of 

ones aggravates the judgment that is borne upon me, increases my responsibility. 

It is in this very concrete sense that the judgment that is borne upon me is never 

assumed by me. This inability to assume is the very life, the essence, of 

conscience. My freedom does not have the last word; I am not alone.598 

 

For Heschel, like Levinas, the demands for this reinterpretation prevent one from a simple set or 

religious binaries, marked by principles and devoid of penetrating depth, the stagnation of 

morality.  Levinas notes, “Morality, social action, concern for justice –all that would be 

excellent. But it would be only morality! An earthly propaedeutic, too abstract to fill an inner 
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life, too poor in figures of style to narrate the story of a Soul.”599 Levinas understands that if 

morality is only a principle, then solitude is the goal; but this is not the case, the host must take 

responsibility for the Other. This is the goal. The host must continue to reinterpret his existence 

for the benefit and salvation of the other. It is in this way that Levinas marks the difference 

between the Western philosophical systems and the Jewish journeying stories. This seems 

expressly true of the difficult Holocaust stories that feature journeying. Of these stories, 

Kosinski’s The Painted Bird seems comparable.  

          For Levinas, the journey provides the traveler with meaning, grounding him with ethical 

action; neither the ethical action nor the principle is an end, for the end is not the goal but 

establishing a “soul…filled with Talmudic science.” This science is a way the “sacred wrenches 

us out of ourselves; in the passion—call it love—that wounds our side with a perfidious 

sorrow.”600 This is the life full of meaning, a life that understands the journey as a dangerous 

freedom to rectify the world and in the process rectify the soul of the other. In The Painted Bird, 

the orphan traverses through four lands after his parents sent him from their care. In these 

environments he lost his ability to speak, but quickened his attention to the precarious care of 

others and the initial purgation from murderous rage. It is this process and its continuation that 

describe Jewish journeying.  

         Thus, Kosinski’s strangers are unlike the isolated characters in American fiction, which 

necessitate the need for the wilderness and not people. In American fiction other people prevent 

                                                 

 
599 Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 7. 
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the individual from becoming whole (Thoreau, Whitman, Hemingway, Twain, etc.). This kind of 

literature bolstered the kind of individualism that created the American mythos that suggests that 

individuality, self-determinism, and personal-desire lead to a greater hope for tomorrow.601 

However, even in the midst of this milieu, Kosinski shows the need for the other. For Kosinski 

the absence of the other lead to indifference and the lack of solidarity.   

          Kosinski published his work The Painted Bird in order to accentuate the indifference and 

inauthenticity within American fiction.602, 603 Henry Ford placed men on an assembly line to 

declare his worth; William James evaluated eternal truths based on their “cash value”604; and in 

the name of science and human development, a host of doctors within the Warsaw Ghetto 

provided information to the world as to how resilient the human body was.605 Each of these 

                                                 

601 See Robert Wuthnow, American Mythos: Why Our Best Efforts to Be a Better Nation Fall Short (New 

Haven: Princeton University Press, 2008). 

 
602 Kosinski’s The Painted Bird was written and published in English in 1965; this work became one of 

the first untranslated, fictional works in America followed. Borowski’s work This Way for the Gas, Ladies and 

Gentlemen was written in Polish in 1959 but translated to English in 1967. To label this work offhandedly as 

fictional bypasses the question of biography and auto-fiction; however, since this work treats the work in this way 

without strong ties to Kosinski’s biographical details assumes the work to be more akin to Borowski’s work. 

Kosinski and Borowski’s works accentuate a kind of indifference not known in American fiction until this point. 

A minor work that predates these two is Meyer Levin’s work Eva: A Novel of the Holocaust. The difference 

between these works is stark. In this work false identities aid as protection; and finally after a great struggle, 

capture and deportation to the death camps, Eva escapes and finds solidarity in Jerusalem.  

  
603 See David Simmons, The Anti-Hero in the American Novel: From Joseph Heller to Kurt Vonnegut 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).  

  
604 William James, Pragmatism, ed. Bruce Kuklick (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1988), 

36, 41. 

 
605 This information was used for military training, psychological discoveries and virus inoculations. See: 

Charles Roland, Courage Under Siege Starvation, Disease, and Death in the Warsaw Ghetto, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992). See also “Nazi Medical Experiments in The USHMM,” accessed October 8, 2016, 

https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005168. 
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examples characterizes a bifurcation that produces an indifference which truncates ones 

humanity.  

         During this time a person’s authenticity, usefulness and value were equated, which resulted 

in an American indifference to relationships, needs and significance to the extent that the 

American government during WWII did not significantly respond to the plight of the European 

Jews who faced wide-ranging genocide.606 The individual, self-contained existence is not 

characteristic of Kosinski’s characters; for his characters do not escape the world even if it is 

dark and dissatisfying. He does not escape his need; rather, he realizes needs are not negative 

impulses, for suitable helpers are expected. The stranger must take on the burden of existing, 

even “being encumbered by the virtue of…needs.”607  

          As a result of these characteristics, when considering Kosinski’s works, several 

interlocking elements come to the fore: nameless characters, estranged victims, indifferent hosts, 

and isolated beings. For Kosinski, estranged characters have needs and there are multitudes who 

can meet this demand, satisfying these needs. The strangers continue “impelled to seek refuge in 

something other than itself;”608 and even if this need is met, resulting in a kind of freedom, 

satisfaction leaves the free characters empty in search for another. Complete satisfaction, a full 

resolution is never the goal for Kosinski’s works.  But this is not a satisfaction that leads to 

                                                 

606 See David Wyman, The Abandonment of the Jews: America and the Holocaust, 1941-1945 (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1984). 

 
607 Anthony Wilde, Levinas: Subjectivity, Affectivity and Desire (Ph.D. diss., The University of Hull, 

2013), 70.  

 
608 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 185. 
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ecstasy or perfection, but a freedom that demands a refuge and a return.609 In other words, this 

“search for satisfaction becomes the search for the object able to procure it”, but not to secure 

it.610 In Kosinski’s works, hosts who abandon their responsibility remain locked away, abusive 

and indifferent toward the other, fighting his insurmountable demons. When the host takes on his 

duty in being responsible his work is never complete. The stranger’s pine for the host and the 

stranger finds satisfaction; but for the host, he has an infinite responsibility. Levinas says, “…A 

responsibility increasing in the measure that it is assumed; duties become greater in the measure 

that they are accomplished. The better I accomplish my duty the fewer rights I have; the more I 

am just the more guilty I am.”611 Thus, the reader should not anticipate a goal, a fait complete for 

the host, but only protection for the stranger, which becomes the barometer of the community’s 

care.  

          This kind of journeying motif separates Kosinski from authors like Vonnegut, Sartre, 

Kafka, and Conrad.612 For each of Kosinski’s characters remains on life’s journey, seeking an 

embrace, an appropriate connection to become a responsible human. By using journeying motifs 

for each of his novels, Kosinski, especially in The Painted Bird, Steps, and Being There, directs 

                                                 

609 Levinas, On Escape, 53. 

 
610 Ibid., 58. 

 
611 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 244. 

 
612 There are several works dealing with the cross section of themes in each of the aforementioned 

authors, such as totalitarian systems and truncated humanity. See Weinstein, Comedy and Nightmare. However, 

with each of these aforementioned authors there traveler gives into the systems that pervade and describe a world 

that has no way out. Even though Kosinski does not describe the means and methods to escape these systems 

overtly, his traveler does not acquiesce to societal demands as a victim rather he renegotiates his place within the 

society for the purpose of survival so that he can traverse to a new community where there is a possibility of more 

than just surviving.  
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his readers to a religious, Jewish depth that deepens his themes and highlights his characters to 

offer a perspective on his moral universe.  

           The intersection between Kosinski’s work and Levinas’ seems strange if reading 

Kosinski’s works in light of the victim who is bound to an irrevocable set of circumstance to 

which relief is untenable. However, considering this intersection, a few obvious connections can 

be made. First, much of Levinas’ philosophical musings are as the result of ethical indifference, 

and the way one must respond to this indifference in light of the Holocaust.613  Kosinski 

highlights this indifference in three ways: nameless characters, helpless strangers and estranged 

hosts bound because of an unwelcome. Both believe this welcome is necessary for a fostering, 

responsible humanity. Levinas and Kosinski’s cogitations surround the characters or ideas of the 

orphan, widow and stranger, and how the host’s responsibility is necessary to foster an ethical 

society.  

          Both deal directly with the idea of speech as a form of freedom and infinite possibility and 

how the lack of speech is a sign of oppression. For example, as the boy in The Painted Bird lay 

helpless in the earth, he said, “My voice was too weak to rise above the earth and only seeped 

back into the soil.”614 This stands in contrast to the end of the novel when the boy was gaining an 

appropriate interlocutor. It was there that the boy “opened [his] mouth and strained. Sounds 

                                                 

613 Levinas notes, “The other man's death calls me into question, as if, by my possible future indifference, 

I had become the accomplice of the death to which the other, who cannot see it, is exposed; and as if, even before 

vowing myself to him, I had to answer for this death of the other, and to accompany the Other in his mortal 

solitude. The Other becomes my neighbour precisely through the way the face summons me, calls for me, begs for 

me, and in so doing recalls my responsibility, and calls me into question (“Ethics as First Philosophy,”  in The 

Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand, 83). 

 
614 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 23. 
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crawled up my throat. Tense and concentrated I started to arrange them into syllables and words. 

I distinctly heard them jumping out of me one after another, like peas from a split pod.”615  

         Kosinski and Levinas consistently refer to their Jewish underpinnings and fundamentally 

respond from these underpinnings using phenomenological language.616 Reimagining life in 

Poland, Kosinski says, 

The four and a half years of war which resulted in Jewish absence must be 

measured against the thousand years of Jewish presence, a very monumental 

presence in central European history. That is what the foundation purports to do. 

And that is why, with great pride, I hope to launch this new effort.617 

 

The project to which Kosinski refers has to do with his interaction with others, writing books and 

celebrating life. Also Levinas, describing the necessity of revelation and the other, says,  

…The totality of truth is made out of the contributions of a multiplicity of people: 

the uniqueness of each act of listening carries the secret of the text; the voice of 

Revelation, in precisely the inflection lent by each person’s ear, is necessary for 

the truth of the Whole.618 

 

Both, as they reference their religious underpinnings, do not create an untenable transcendence; 

rather both demand an imminence of a face-to-face encounter. Both necessitate the other where 

the one is salvific for the other. Religious transcendence where God and man are the only 

interlocutors (or the primary interlocutors) is what both criticize.619  

                                                 

615 Ibid, 232. 

 
616 See ch. 2, fn. 101. Also see Oral Pleasure, 234-235. 

 
617 Kosinski, Oral Pleasure, 235. 

 
618 See Emmanuel Levinas, “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition,” in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand 

(Malden: Blackwell, 1989), 63; “Ethics as First Philosophy,” in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand, 195; and The 

New Talmudic Reading (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1999), 32. 
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          Since both suffered under the weight of Eastern European tyranny and were politically 

jettisoned from their communities, they criticize collectivism both religious and political. 

However, even though collectivism is a grave evil for both authors, for Kosinski, it is better than 

indifference. And for Levinas, indifference is the greatest evil for it bypasses the needs of 

another. These are just a few general intersections between the two but for the rest of this chapter 

I will show the intersection between Levinas and Kosinski with the earliest works; for Levinas, it 

will be On Escape, written before the outbreak of the war, and the more robust version Existence 

and Existents, and for Kosinski, it will be The Painted Bird, Steps and Being There.  

          Both of these authors explain the necessity of beings-in-the-world without the ability to 

escape and find security.  The reason that Kosinski’s works have not been rightly handled this 

way has to do with the accentuation of the grotesque, thinking that the grotesque is for its own 

sake, and not to describe the grotesque in light of ethical indifference. This indifference is not a 

political or religious indictment necessarily, but an indictment on common people who have the 

ability to welcome, protect or offer an embrace to the other but will not take the responsibility to 

do so. This kind of interpretation allows one to look for the reasons for the grotesque, and not 

look to the grotesque for its own sake. The grotesque points to Kosinski’s moral universe; but he 

does not intend for the reader to fixate on the grotesque but what is absent in the grotesque.  

          In The Painted Bird, the boy’s complete exposure is a consistent reminder to the characters 

in the story. Each home, from Martha’s to Olga’s from Garbos’ to the village priest’s, reluctantly 

cared for the boy to mediate their shame; however none of these homes offers the kind of 

sympathy that a vulnerable stranger demands. Kosinski characterizes the first peasant “family” 

home as shameful, for they “came to the hut to stare at” the boy’s nakedness, demanding him “to 
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hop like a frog” as the owner “whipped my welt-encrusted legs.” The host’s gaze cannot entirely 

abandon the stranger, for “men would roar and the women would titter, looking at me while I 

tried to cover my little tassel.”620 The magnetic force of the other, the stranger, captivates these 

onlookers but they do not take on the responsibility of covering the stranger’s shame. This family 

treats the child worse than a reptile found in the forest. Kosinski indicts this shameful 

indifference as he connects the peasants to their indecent superstitions; for in an act of covering 

his own shame, the boy “stared at a few of them straight in the eye, and they would rapidly avert 

their eyes or spit three times and drop their gaze.”621 Even though this gaze diverted the family’s 

attention for a brief moment, in a rapid succession Kosinski describes another woman who came 

in “looked me all over, scrutinized my eyes and teeth, felt my bones, and ordered me to urinate 

in a small jar. She examined my urine.”622 Even as grotesque as she was, Kosinski foreshadows 

Marta as the boy’s new host. 

          This internal and external examination is connected to Levinas’ claim that “the nakedness 

of an existence is incapable of hiding itself. This is not a hiding of one’s intimate, physical body 

parts alone but an intimate exposure of one’s self.”623 And in The Painted Bird the boy cannot 

even call out for announcing his nakedness; thus the family’s preoccupation with the boy’s 

“dressing to hide ourselves concerns every manifestation of our lives, our acts, and our 

                                                 

620 Kosinski, The Painted Bird, 15. 
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thoughts.”624 The incapability of the stranger to hide his nakedness demands the host to come to 

his aid; but when this aid is not granted or discovered the message of indifference comes to the 

fore. This is the indifference that Kosinski accentuates and criticizes.  

            In light of Levinas’ argument, several items are important to note. First, shame exists 

with the stranger, and as we fail to acknowledge this shame we remain indifferent to the other’s 

plight. The stranger feels shame because he is aware of his exposure, and he cannot do anything 

but hide from an-other who has the ability to cover his nakedness. Second, any reasonable host 

cannot avert his attention unless it is with shameful indifference. Third, shame, as a result of 

one’s nakedness, “arises each time we are unable to make others forget [foire oublier) our basic 

nudity. It is related to everything we would like to hide and that we cannot bury or cover up.”625  

Fourth, the boy as “pure” is impotent “in all its nakedness” to tyrannize, but he can be 

tyrannized.626 According to both authors, one cannot remain vulnerable and tyrannical at the 

same time.  

          It is for this reason that the opening lines in The Painted Bird, Steps, and Being There 

contain nameless characters oscillating between the power of an oppressor and the exposure of 

the oppressed. In each of Kosinski’s vignettes, he describes a stranger’s struggle as an ethical 

struggle. For example, in Steps the nameless narrator enters a town where the poor children 

                                                 

624 Ibid., 64. 

 
625 Ibid., 64. 

 
626 Because I chose to interpret The Painted Bird in light of the intersection between the vulnerability of 

nakedness and the impotence of possessing another being, I lack the space to discuss this also in light of Chance 

and Elizabeth Eve in their sexual encounter and Chance’s impotence. Chance is the exposed stranger in his 

nakedness and remain impotent to EE’s demand to be sexually abused.   
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congregate around a well-designed car. The vehicle’s driver, the narrator, notices an 

impoverished girl who desires to escape her poverty. He entered her place of business, flashed 

his cards to pay for his services, and she held the cards “gingerly between her fingers like a 

sacramental wafer.”627  

          These cards take on two important characteristics. First they are metaphysical and 

physical. The host is there to protect her, and she receives this protection as if receiving it from 

God.  Kosinski allows the cards to symbolize: her protection, his ability to meet her need and 

how she, the stranger, can find salvation. She takes the cards from his hand, the hand of her 

potential protector. Kosinski illustrates the means of this young girl’s salvation, the man’s 

unmerited favor. She is able to escape self-enclosure. He takes the opportunity to free the young, 

vulnerable girl from her impoverished state and be freed to serve another. To make this scene 

even more ethically potent, Kosinski connects the grace represented in these cards to a church 

parishioner receiving the host from the priest. This scene is rich with metaphysical and physical 

references.  

          This man, however, later exploits the girl, leaving her without protection, which illustrates 

how the host’s service is an infinite responsibility and not a one-time act. The initial meeting 

shows: needs, the ability to meet the need and the host’s responsibility. In the foregoing scenes 

the host becomes derelict in his responsibility and the reader understands what is deplorable. It is 

to these qualities that Kosinski directs his readers. The readers are to feel the disdain for the 

character who fails to continue being responsible for the stranger.  

                                                 

627 Kosinski, Steps, 3. 
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          These kinds of vignettes repeat over and over within Kosinski’s corpus, when the narrator 

finds it necessary to pine for the other’s attention. Each person needs a protector in his 

destitution, and the protector meets the needs of the other. What is common about each of these 

vignettes is isolation. Each character is locked away from the other, irrevocably distant without 

the mediating other. Also what is common is the lack of adult provisions.628 These characters 

never become adult-like. And for Heidegger this is important, for, “Dasein is…largely 

understood in terms of the able bodied and of what we might call those of sound mind.”629 

Interpreting these characters in light of Heidegger gives the impression that the nameless 

narrator, because he escapes the other’s need, finds authenticity and freedom, but no vignette 

describes this. In counter-distinction to a Heideggerian interpretation,  “Levinas…by virtue of his 

consideration of need and of sensibility…reintroduce a kind of humanism into philosophy which 

does not understand the human merely as a product of culture”630, but an isolated being in need 

of a host.  

          This unspeakable darkness contains characters who permit everything: a body impaled like 

a fish, the gouging out of eyes with a spoon like a woman indifferent to her food, the grotesque 

abuse of an orphan who is treated like a lost animal in a forest, the bestial acts of a father and 

brother, and the barbarism of protectors.  All these depraved episodes remain in juxtaposition to 

a single unfeigned orphan who struggles to discern what is good or grave. This is Kosinski’s 

                                                 

628 The orphan boy in The Painted Bird and Being There is helpless without another’s protection. The 

orphan girl in Steps waits for one to protect her.  

 
629 Wilde, Levinas: Subjectivity, Affectivity and Desire, 72. 
630 Ibid. 
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indifferent world; and this world remains stark because it contains a trace of humanity, a stranger 

who can change everything if his exposure and the host’s protection meet.  

           Kosinski implies meaning within his works through foreshadowing and irony, and these 

rhetorical devices carry the weight of suspense within each episode. These devices demand the 

readers to look well beyond the episodes themselves to find non-indifference in an indifferent 

world. Kosinski implies and anticipates an appropriate embrace and if it is offered and received, 

the host fulfills his obligation, and protection and vulnerability is the result. Understanding the 

episodes in this way carries ethical and religious overtones. And, if one takes Kosinski’s implicit 

meaning into account, there would be an appropriate distancing from the aforementioned, 

debased reading of Kosinski’s works. Since barbarism pervades Kosinski’s world, most critics 

fail to locate the trace of humanity; as a result, this ubiquitous distraction becomes the critic’s 

preoccupation. This trace is rarely realized because exposure and protection are necessary, and 

Kosinski offers only a glimpse of this embrace.  

          In each episode of The Painted Bird, of Steps, and of Being There, the hosts and strangers 

are locked from one another, walking about “with [their] eyes closed, stumbling over furniture, 

overturning buckets, and trampling flower beds outside, knocking against everything like a moth 

blinded by sudden brightness.”631 Kosinski directs his readers to the possibility of the host’s 

protection and stranger’s exposure so that responsibility can be realized. However, the stranger 

and the host are locked from each other, and this distancing creates a host of unforeseen 

problems.  
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           Either the stranger in his “extreme fragility” and “vulnerability” is sacrificed “without 

reserve, without holding back…a sacrifice of a hostage” or the designated host acts with extreme 

responsibility “…not chosen himself to be hostage, but possibly elected by the Good, in an 

involuntary election.”632 This kind of embrace is what is anticipated in each episode as Kosinski 

uses orphans, widows, and strangers, and it nearly occurs just before the embrace happens and 

the host or the character falls prey to their avaricious interior preventing the other’s embrace. 

          In Kosinski’s second novel, Steps, the atrocities of war and a world filled with diverting 

phantasms prevent the protagonist from the gift of appropriate intimacy. Each vignette describes 

experiences liken unto a journey: a man aspiring to be somewhere else only to find the place 

lacking when he arrives, truncating the protagonist’s initial desire for his journey. But, for 

Kosinski, the journey does not imply a destination; rather it implies a conscientious experience: 

an experience which bears the weight of what it means to be fully human, what is ethical and 

what is lacking. This motif is present in each of Kosinski’s major works. In The Painted Bird,     

Kosinski uses a male child as “the ultimate stranger” who has the potential to open up the future, 

a salvific future beyond the atrocities of war; however, fear envelops potential hosts and 

truncates an appropriate embrace which can foster a responsible being. In Being There, liken 

unto The Painted Bird, Kosinski uses a male, childlike character as a salvific voice in the 

wilderness to break up inauthenticity and open up closed-beings for an appropriate connection; 

but neither the stranger nor the host understands each other’s voice; thus neither is heard. With 

each of these stories, and the stories within the stories, no destination is anticipated, but a kind of 
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252 

salvation is, the kind of salvation that demands ‘the other’ to experience a fostering sense of 

humanity through a mutual embrace. The suspense remains even after the novel’s conclusion; for 

a human embrace remains just out of reach and so too a kind of salvation.   

            Kosinski uses these journeying vignettes to accentuate experiences that demand a 

renegotiation of what it means to be truly human after trauma. In Steps many nameless 

characters, especially women, anticipate a meaningful connection with ‘the other’, but the host 

forbids the stranger’s touch and with it an ethical embrace; thus, ethical indifference remains the 

operative message. With Kosinski this does not imply a devilish world, but a world that has been 

traumatized and is left suspicious of the other, guarded and barred from the other’s salvific 

embrace.    

          Moreover, Kosinski’s infused meaning anticipates the reader to know implicitly how a 

host and a stranger are to appropriate each other’s welcome, that is, within proximity of an-other, 

a unique connection that forgets reciprocity while containing a superabundance and compulsorily 

obligation, liken unto “the maternal milk…inscrib[ing] the movements of sucking in the instincts 

of the newly born.”633  If this demand is not met, trauma continues and with it unspeakable 

depravity. It is this kind of reading that allows one to pine for the moral implications in 

Kosinski’s corpus. Since this work desires to move beyond the idea of narrative “derivation” to 

identify what Kosinski seeks to emulate or even rival, it refines Kosinski’s characters and stories 

with religious and philosophical overtones.  
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          This obligation for-the-other continues even after the apparent need is met; herein lies the 

difference between Levinas’ and Heidegger’s position of the being-for-the-other in juxtaposition 

with for-itself;634 as well as the difference between the aforementioned interpretation and this 

interpretation. In a Levinasian reading, Chance is the crowd’s question, and when the question is 

answered affirmatively, individuals move from enclosed totality to exposed infinity. To explain 

this further Kosinski’s Being There is a helpful example for at least two reasons. First, Chance 

demands the stranger’s help, and Chance’s voice can only repeat what the crowd demands until 

he finds an appropriate connection. Second, because critics have chosen an ontological and not 

an ethical reading they have not taken special care for the host and stranger relationship. 

Characters and Characteristics: Garbos and the Orphan in The Painted Bird 

         The strangers and the community in The Painted Bird are two different kinds of characters 

who create the overarching suspense within the novel. They are barred consistently from one 

another and often become each other’s rival; with this kind of alienation, contextually, there 

remains a foreshadowing of relief. For example, in chapter 11, after a sullied priest rescues the 

orphaned boy, delivering him from the clutches of his would-be assassin, the boy reflected on his 

rescue regretfully; for he knew it was short-lived. Kosinski contrasts the sullied priest with the 

impeccability of an SS officer to show the irony of the one who offers the potential for 

                                                 

634 Levinas differentiates Heidegger’s primacy of ontology and freedom from his primacy of ethics and 

freedom. He says, “In subordinating every relation with existents to the relation with Being the Heideggerian 

ontology affirms the primacy of freedom over ethics. To be sure, the freedom involved in the essence of truth is 

not for Heidegger a principle of free will. Freedom comes from an obedience to Being: it is not man who 

possesses freedom; it is freedom that possesses man. But the dialectic which thus reconciles freedom and 

obedience in the concept of truth presupposes the primacy of the same, which marks the direction of and defines 

the whole of Western philosophy” (Totality and Infinity, 45). 
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protection, life giving attention and care (the officer), and the one who lacks all three (the priest); 

for he remains indifferent to the boy’s plight and true needs. Because of this indifference the 

boy’s humanity fails to be awakened even after he “walked slowly through the gate and fell 

straight into the plump arms of the priest.”635  This embrace did not offer the kind of human 

touch that Kosinski’s character anticipates for a responsible humanity.  

          For Kosinski, communal attention, care, and protection awaken a true sense of humanity, 

one that fosters a kind of humanity that looks for the benefit of the other. This is what is 

accentuated with the Russian partisans in the end.  This demand is passive for its recipient; the 

boy cannot develop this on his own.636 Levinas rightly notes, “The victim of a 

persecution…paralyzes any assumption that [he] could awaken…[himself]…This passivity is 

that of an attachment that has already been made,” a familial attachment that it demands and 

expects.637 The priest’s lack of familial attention, protection, and care encourages the boy to look 

down upon the priest with disgust; for the priest “looked even shabbier than before. His cassock 

was a miserable thing in comparison with the uniform adorned by the death’s-headed, 

crossbones, and lightning bolts”638.  

          Not only did the priest’s disposition dash the boy’s fantasy of a human embrace, but 

Kosinski elaborated on what this boy needed in light of what he admired about the SS officer, 
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which is in juxtaposition to the priest. The SS officer paid attention to the boy, and had the 

ability to protect the boy with familial attachment, for he was a “superhuman”, unlike the 

indifferent, pusillanimous churchman who thrusted the boy from his “plump arms” with an 

ephemeral embrace onto a “barrowed cart”639. In this ramshackle embrace, the priest carried the 

boy only to dump him onto another derelict associate. However, contextually, the priest was 

looking for one to take him in, sheltering him from the wiles of the world only to sooth his 

culpable conscience.   

          The priest went to the highest church office in the community and there too he found an 

even greater example of indifference. The Vicar covertly rejected the boy’s needs with an 

“agitated whisper”. With ironic overtones, the vicar’s pronounced blessing anxiously and drove 

the priest, his cart and the boy “to the far end of the village.”640 Again, the Vicar, like the priest, 

lacked the determination to protect, the poise to care and the strength to offer appropriate 

attention, even with another churchman as his interlocutor. In short the priest, having the ironic 

overtones of ‘the father’ within the community, contains no familial attachment to this detached 

victim.641 
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641 This episode has echoes in Kosinski’s novel Steps, but there Kosinski’s protagonist confronts the 

priest for his indifference only to feels the priest’s “awkward gesture of refusal” (93). There the community 

locked a mentally deranged child in a cage even with the protection and absolution of the village priest. 

Kosinski’s protagonist frees the girl, which becomes a judicial charade within the community. Kosinski describes 

the village parish and all the praying women as unethical, cold and without the ability to become compassionate to 

victims of abuse.   
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         The priest and the boy traversed across the village and finally landed onto Garbos’ 

property. Kosinski describes Garbos in six ways: a widower, a rescuer, a church devotee, the 

crowd’s nemesis, and a vicious dog handler. These six characteristics describe a character who is 

rife, like the boy, for a salvific embrace, but these strangers (the boy and Garbos) cannot find a 

host. The only things that are noticed within this environment is the appearance of more and 

more strangers. Hosts are derelict not absent. For example, at the beginning of this episode 

Garbos contained a trace of humanity as he took the boy in; the mocking crowd however snuffs 

out this trace treating this host despicably. Initially, this estranged widower once welcomed a 

“Jewish girl…as a boarder from her escaping parents some time ago”, even risking his own life 

to do so.642  Her presence enlivened his humanity, which allows the reader to understand his 

short-lived solace. His open hand gave him the strength and peace “to renovate his farm with the 

money he received for her keep.”643, 644 Like the girl, the boy’s presence had the potential to for a 

world or others, replacing Judas as Garbos’ interlocutor; for the man, like the boy, needed the 

hither-side of bondage where the one is saved by “the misfortune of others.”645 The context of 

                                                 

642 Kosinski The Painted Bird, 116. 

 
643 Ibid. 

 
644 Kosinski uses the community as people whose words are naturally untrue as they come together (eg. 

the women who rush against an isolated individual, men who rush against others, while individuals often contain a 

hint of humanity). Kosinski suggests, like Kierkegaard before him, that “wherever the crowd is, there is untruth, 

so that…even if every individual possessed the truth in private, yet if they came together into a crowd untruth 

would at once be let in (Soren Kierkegaard, Crowd Is Untruth [n.p.: Merchant Books, 2014], 3). Thus Garbos 

likely did not rape and violate the little Jewish girl as the crowd suggests. Rather, their suspicious ranting only 

kept Garbos from becoming truly human. The crowed accused him for beating her daily, raping her, and forcing 

her to commit depravities until she finally vanished” (116). However, Kosinski quickly notes that “Garbos 

listened angrily to such accusations” while the crowd reminded aloof to this widower’s needs, for “No one ever 

visited Garbos. He always sat alone in his hut” (ibid). Thus, suspicion and untruth kept the other from a salvation 

just out of reach.  

  
645 Levinas, Otherwise than Being, 10. 
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the story demands Garbos “to answers for the freedom of another, in the astonishing human 

fraternity in which fraternity, conceived with Cain’s sober coldness, would not by itself explain 

the responsibility between separated beings.”646 As this episode continues, Kosinski describes 

Garbos as locked into the interior hellish confines of his “mysterious”, “unmotivated fits of rage” 

only able to feel compassion on “the dead body of a small turtle he had inherited from his 

grandfather.”647 Thus, rightfully placed compassion had the opportunity to deliver Garbos, but 

turtles and dogs were not suitable helpers for the appropriate warmth necessary for the salvific 

embrace.  

          The warm embrace of the boy’s needs, the close proximity of his host’s responsibility, 

could deliver him; but this close proximity of responsibility is replaced with “Cain’s sober 

coldness”648, for this “coldness” develops faster than any true sense of humanity. “As soon as he 

was sure that the priest was gone, the man grabbed me by the ear, almost lifting me off the 

ground, and pulled me into the hut. When I yelled he jabbed me in the ribs with his finger so 

hard that I became breathless.”649 Thus, the only thing this community offers is two strangers 

seeking an embrace; however, since neither had a host no salvation was granted.  

           Kosinski describes the churchmen’s visitation as the necessity of eternal justice; for 

throughout the novel, the churchmen offered temporary comfort to the boy without becoming a 
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host. This is the reason Garbos “was also afraid” for there remained a threat that the boy “might 

get bold enough to tell the priest about the beatings.”650 With this slight of the pen, Kosinski 

condemns the church’s lack of attention and lack of care.  

            Garbos, like the SS officer, had the potential to be a surrogate father, the boy’s protector, 

and even a messianic hope. Garbos had the opportunity to rightly support this stranger, meeting 

him face-to-face and thereby offering salvation for this stranger. But, because they are two 

strangers without a host no salvation is attained. Garbos’ abuse is “unexpected” and “for no 

reason”, which confounds the reader. Garbos cannot cross this undecipherable barrier to become 

a fully responsible human because for him there was no suitable host. The crowd’s sardonic 

jeering and their unapproachable distance also become Garbos’ deterrent. With Garbos, Kosinski 

describes the necessity of another and what the result of isolation is.   

           This man needed rescue, for, he “had a dead, unsmiling face and a half-opened mouth,”651 

and his only companion was a false interlocutor, his dog Judas. So, the reader anticipates a 

salvation not in the priest’s absolution, but in the boy’s presence.  With the character of Garbos, 

Kosinski describes three things: what is necessary to become fully human, what prevents one 

from becoming human and what the result of isolation is. Making this more pronounced, Levinas 

notes, “Freedom of another could never begin in my freedom.”652 Levinas, like Kosinski’s 

description of Garbos, fundamentally understands freedom to begin with the exteriority of 
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responsibility, not in the interior of the cogito. In Levinas’ article “The Pharisee is Absent” with 

a sense of elated salvific ecstasy he says, “To have an outside, to listen to what comes from 

outside - oh, miracle of exteriority.”653 This is what remains absent with Garbos; he remained 

locked from the salvific embrace.  However, this is not a salvation where the guest or host takes 

a privileged static position as in Nietzsche’s Zarathustra; rather this salvation demands the guest 

and host to continue their journey seeking strangers wherever they might go. Through Garbos 

Kosinski illustrates that isolation will never result in freedom. Garbos had to become present to 

the needs of the boy to find his a salvific interlocutor.  Garbos remained locked from the 

stranger’s embrace and his salvation. Kosinski describes the duplicitous crowd also as an 

additional character who keeps Garbos from becoming truly human.  

          Kosinski shows what the result of isolation is, namely inhuman acts of bestial instincts. 

Garbos remains connected only to his vicious dog, Judas, and thereby an unsuitable interlocutor. 

Like in his other novels, Kosinski heightens the suspense with the unbearable barrier of crowds 

and individual isolation, which points to a counterpoint: what it takes to become a responsible 

human: a welcoming embrace, an extreme vulnerability.  

              Garbos remains the needy outcast with a yawning sense of loneliness, only able to “face 

himself”. Garbos, the Vicor and priest are the Levinasian “violent men” who will “not move out 

of [themselves]. [They] take, [they] possess. Possession denies independent existence… 

Violence is a sovereignty, but also a solitude. To endure violence in enthusiasm and ecstasy and 
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delirium is to be possessed.654 He fails to move outside of himself; the solitude of his being 

violently prevents him from being a kind of salvation for another.  

          The reader anticipates Garbos’ becoming the unique chosen agent to meet the demand of 

the stranger’s vulnerability, becoming “overwhelmed by the other in proximity.”655 This “other,” 

the helpless stranger, children seeking “shelter of a distant village,” are the ones seeking 

salvation. Garbos understands this stranger as demanding “too much,”656 and thus the assignation 

of his ethical embrace. The awareness of his responsibility cramps Garbos’ pride of power, 

which turns him back to “the solitude and isolation of the individual,” a debased human without 

“the divine presence.”657  

             The reader anticipates “an extreme humanism”658 as the orphans meet him face-to-face, 

but Garbos’ depravity undergirded his abuse. Thus, there remains an extreme sense of shock 

when Garbos steals “behind [the boy and]…hits [the orphan] on the legs with a whip.”659 The 

orphan boy needed salvation, but Garbos’ dereliction becomes a kind of extreme violence. The 

boy meets Garbos with vulnerability, a moral face-to-face encounter demanding a true humanity 

to be awakened. The boy was locked from Garbos and Garbos was locked away from the boy.  
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They, two strangers, remain locked from one another. Garbos did not love his guest, but rather 

blocked this love, twisting the boys:  

…ears, rubbing his thumb in my hair, and tickling my armpits and feet until I 

shook uncontrollably. He regarded me as a Gypsy and ordered me to tell him 

Gypsy stories. But all I could recite were the poems and stories I had learned at 

home before the war. Listening to them would sometimes infuriate Garbos, for 

what reason I never knew. He would beat me again or threaten to turn Judas loose 

on me.660 

 

The childish jesting “rubbing his thumb… tickling my armpits and feet until I shook 

uncontrollably” illustrates the lack of maturity that is necessary for this host. Garbos has the 

power to protect his stranger and give salvation but he is stuck in a kind of adolescence that lacks 

the responsibility the other needs; furthermore, the salvation that both should be able to enjoy is 

never realized. 

          Garbos could not differentiate between communal jesting normally represented with ear-

twisting, armpit and feet tickling, and playing with the boy’s hair. He was not able to 

differentiate between the fictional language of “Gypsy” storytelling and realistic stories from the 

boy. He did not take the adult-like responsibility and discern to listen and respond to this boy. 

They were unable to connect either physically, morally or intellectually. Neither was able to save 

the other or foster a sense of responsible humanity; they were both strangers. Thus, communal 

welcoming quickly turned to sardonic abuse. The reader knows that since both remain estranged 

from the community, they cannot retain the capacity to welcome each other. 

            Kosinski uses the crowd as a collective character who prevents this salvation from 

occurring, this character keeps Garbos locked from a salvific embrace. Not a particular 
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individual but the crowd’s sardonic gossip drives Garbos into the interior of his hut, escaping the 

warming touch of another. Deriding Garbos with suspicion, the crowd castigates him because of 

his ill-luck, and the rumor of his former abuse. Even though these “slanderers” never verify their 

accusations, they continued their abuse. Levinas describes this kind of man as plagued, lonely, 

“facing himself” with only “hints” and “allusions” of a “new I.” The abstraction of the collective 

character prevents the new I from becoming a responsible being.  Concerning the abstract 

collective character, Levinas argues that the marching “forward together rather than turn our 

faces towards each other”661 creates suspicion, barring one from the other.   

             As one distances Kosinski’s journeying vignettes from the 19th and 20th century 

journeying motifs, the reader will observe Kosinski’s moral universe, a universe connected to a 

Jewish, biblical paradigms. His stories are Holocaust-type stories not featuring the actualized self 

but the moral demand for the other. Kosinski’s moral universe cannot be discovered through 

self-actualization or escapes; rather, it is discovers in the host and stranger relationship. The 

host’s responsibility for the stranger is voluntary and infinite; it is an obligation to the other 

beyond, before and after all plots and commitments. The American journeying motifs feature 

isolation and self-realization followed by self-enclosure and self-determinism; whereas 

Kosinski’s vignettes feature the host’s connection to the stranger and the infinite responsibility 

that follows. Then, the host becomes derelict in his responsibility as a result lonely indifference 

follows. This subtle difference points to Kosinski’s moral universe.  
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           This moral universe features the host’s infinite responsibility for the stranger. The stranger 

holds the host hostage for his (the stranger’s) protection and provision, and when this demand is 

not met, violence becomes the outgrowth. For Kosinski, isolation is a kind of indifference that 

leads to greater and greater violence. Thus, the reader must hold out hope for Garbos to fulfill his 

responsibility in protecting strangers. There should not be an indifference and resignation when 

Garbos becomes derelict in his responsibility. The reader should not retain his (the reader’s) 

visceral response to the Garbos, the priest, and the SS officer; he should condemn the priest 

because he lacks the personal prowess to save the child from the stares and jeers from the 

community, finding ways to become non-indifferent to the stranger in his midst.  Kosinski 

directs his reader to the non-indifference of the other. And to further realize that the “neighbor in 

which I exist” exists “beyond any commitment in the voluntary sense of the term, for it (my 

voluntary commitment) extends into my very bearing as an entity, to the point of substitution.”662 
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CHAPTER 7  

MORAL UNIVERSE: KOSINSKI AND THE 

 RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE OTHER 

 

           In The Painted Bird, Kosinski uses characters who need an “other”, not just to accentuate 

inhumane treatment as many critics suggest; rather they need the ‘other’ to develop a responsible 

human, an authentic being who takes responsibility for the other. Kosinski demands his readers 

to imagine the hither-side of isolation, the side of freedom and community. With this demand he 

directs his readers to the corruption of synthesizing and the exploitive categories. The words Jew, 

Gypsy, and bastard serve to isolate and prevent a salvific touch.  Kosinski demands his readers to 

move beyond the ‘it’ of name-calling, synthesizing and categorizing, showing them to be a kind 

of detestable bigotry. It is to the other side that Kosinski directs his readers, the side of extreme 

vulnerability. He is not directing his readers to a gratuitous horror and inhuman treatment to 

show a Hobbesian depravity, rather the grounding for depravity and duplicity.  The lack of 

decipherable language and affectionate vulnerability keeps each from a salvific embrace. Levinas 

notes:  

It is not the discovery that ‘it speaks’ or that ‘language speaks’ that does justice to 

this passivity. One must show in saying, qua approach, the very de-posing or de-

situating of the subject, which nonetheless remains an irreplaceable uniqueness, 

and is thus the subjectivity of the subject. This passivity is more passive still than 

any receptivity, in which for philosophers the supreme model of the passivity of 

the subject resides.663 
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The host welcomes the other with a vulnerable embrace through language, and the implied 

exposure gives the reader a glimpse into what is necessary. This gives a good illustration of 

Kosinski’s moral universe.  

            In the exposure of language, the host exposes the stranger who is “wounded, 

traumatized…and this affects me and my response.”664 The openness of the community and the 

exposure of the orphan remain in consistent conflict. When the community does not offer an 

ethical embrace the orphan’s exposure remains. Even with Martha, the orphan’s first temporary 

home, language and the lack of exposure that vulnerability it implies, remains rife. She is locked 

in her own being “muttering to herself a language” indecipherable to the unwelcomed guest. For 

Kosinski, language is the breaking into the world, disrupting the being in the world, responding 

to trauma traumatically. The host and the stranger cannot find a necessary connection because 

language is untenable, for the host fails to heed the voice of the stranger. There is no breaking up 

of totality because one or the other lacks the welcome necessary for a mutual embrace. Marta, 

like Garbos, remains locked into her interiority away from this visiting angel. And because 

irrational, superstitious fears envelop her, as well as Garbos and all the peasants, the orphan is 

cast out to live with the animals. These communities describe the difference between the 

Heideggerian and Levinasian prepositions with and for. The former demands one to fend for 

himself, breaking free of ‘the other’ in isolation while the latter demands the two to meet and 

being raptured by the other’s embrace.   
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           Each of Kosinski’s vignettes (in The Painted Bird, Being There and Steps) accentuates the 

different worlds within the novel, but the one thing common remains an unknown “dialect.” For 

his characters, this creates suspicious fear, especially as the local peasants, political socialites, 

and closed communities violently treat others. These unwelcoming hosts keep their strangers 

springing away and “crying loudly” without relief.665 Each temporary residence contains 

language and symbols ominously locked away, which creates unspeakable fear and frustration. 

Kosinski uses his strangers as possible disruptors, if one can forge a new way and if the host 

allows the guest a place to belong.  

            Kosinski’s world anticipates intentionality, a being-for-the-other, which “points beyond” 

the closed environment without absolute values and an absolute being; this fundamental 

assumption carries the suspense within his works. The closed world of isolated beings and 

exposed strangers anticipates one breaking the other up. The reader rightly discerns the need for 

the disenfranchised character when an ethical stance is assumed.  Since the orphan and host fail 

to find the other in an ethical embrace, wholeness is not found. There remains no home for the 

orphan; he is forced to be subsumed into the community, where he is demanded to enjoin himself 

to ruthless, unethical acts, and thereby he embraces devilish desires and floats beyond this world, 

where humanity cannot be located. However, Kosinski is careful to show that the boy did not 

lose his sense of humanity, the divine spark which keeps the community from subsuming him. 
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           If we employ a Levinasian lens on Kosinski’s work—instead of the Sartre, Heidegger, 

Nietzsche or Schopenhauer—we will have the ability to understand Kosinski’s moral universe. 

Kosinski’s moral universe looks to the hitherside of corruption, the demand for the host to meet 

the stranger in his extreme exposure, and treat the stranger as an angelic figure, a figure 

containing a divine transcendence, a figure who is in need of salvation and sent for salvation. 

This salvation is not a salvation to a fixed position where the host and stranger turn inward, 

rather this salvation demands more and more exteriority for the benefit of the stranger. Levinas 

speaks of this salvation as a kind debt, an obligation. Concerning this responsibility he says,  

A responsibility such that my positions as a subject is debt and donations and such 

that my being-there is the ultimate being-there where the creditors find the 

debtor…A responsibility such that my position as a subject in its as for itself 

already my substitution or expiation for others.  

With this interpretation, the tragedy of isolation and the necessity of meeting the other is 

the message; meeting the other in his extreme vulnerability, discerning what is corrupt 

and what is laudable in Kosinski’s works.  

          Kosinski points to the dual tragedy of extreme exposure and dangerous isolation in The 

Painted Bird, Being There and Steps. Each contains two primary characters: the stranger and the 

host, whose exposure and isolation necessitate the other. If the stranger does not mediate the 

exposure or isolation of the other through mutual embrace, treating the other as a gift, tragedy 

ensues. Recognizing both sides of painful isolation and extreme exposure, Levinas notes “Pain 

comes to interrupt an enjoyment in its very isolation, and thus tears me from myself. It would be 

to fail to recognize the non-anonymousness of the for-another, which nonetheless does not imply 
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anything voluntary, to think that the giving can remain a simple expenditure of the acquisitions 

accumulated.”666  

Kosinski’s outcasts are plumb-lines which show the kind of setting that needs to be 

saved, the kind of salvation that is directly tied to a protective host. Kosinski’s environments are 

worlds turned upside-down, and needs a host who can save it from destruction. This is an infinite 

responsibility. Thus, Kosinski’s cyclical novels accentuate a one to one correspondence, where 

the host has a responsibility to offer a salvific embrace for the stranger, not just for him but to 

save the world. Gilbert Larochelle, describing Levinas’ philosophical project, says “human 

beings do not need to feel responsible for the world, but for the Other…the appeal to a solidarity 

in which each must make himself hospitable to the face of his fellow man.”667 Kosinski’s orphan 

offers an extreme sense of exposure and desires a host. Because the priests and peasants fail in 

their responsibility to embrace the orphan, he says,   

I had been too stupid to find the governing principle of the world of people, 

animals, and events. But now there was order in the human world, and justice too. 

One had only to recite prayers and concentrate on the ones carrying the greater 

number of days of indulgences.668 

With ironic overtones the narrator explains the bewildering attitude of a stranger who has been 

left without a host. The boy’s stupidity was not taking on radical responsibility, transcending this 

world, nor tearing away from the crowd, rather the stupidity lay at the feet of the indifferent host.  
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This kind of indifference according to Levinas is a pagan principle, and it is to this 

principle that Kosinski confronts. Larochelle rightly notes that Levinas confronts “Western 

philosophy…because it is founded on a principle of reflexivity, identity, and ontology, 

obstructing the challenge to accept unlimited responsibility for the Other.”669 In Kosinski’s 

works he confronts hosts who exacerbate indifference or self-centered impulses, the kind of 

impulses that justify a morality which rejects communal solidarity and radical spontaneity for the 

benefit of the stranger.   

In The Painted Bird, the orphan traverses from one shelter to the next, and the reader is 

confronted with exacerbating indifference. In Being There, Chance stands in direct contrast to 

the politically self-imposing, fabricated community; for Chance’s concern was communal 

solidarity and theirs personal conceit. In Cockpit, the protagonist refuses to be the tool in the 

hand of another, thus he recoils from constraints the society placed on him. In Blind Date George 

Levanter, the tragic figure, remains outside the community, “a true self-appointed protestant”670 

who will not graft into the community for a kind of wholeness within the community. In Passion 

Play, the structure and the main character, Fabian, are fragmented. Fabian, the tragically self-

centered protagonist, has no concern for the community which parallels his treatment of women 

and horses which exacerbates the indifference that the Latin community has toward both. 

Similarly to his previous works, Pinball intensifies the main character’s anonymity, for the 

                                                 

669 Gilbert Larochelle, “Levinas and the Holocaust: The Responsibility of the Victim”, 184. 

670 Daniel J. Cahill and Jerzy Kosinski, “An Interview with Jerzy Kosinski on Blind Date”, Contemporary 

Literature 19 No. 2 (University of Wisconsin Press, Spring, 1978), 140. 

 



 

270 

community only desires to use the protagonist to entice private, sexual desires. In Steps, the 

oppressed and oppressor are exacerbated and are the foundation for this unjust community.   

Each of these novels confronts “the issues of visibility and anonymity, the two 

prerequisites for the social and moral consequence of being an artist.”671 Kosinski does not desire 

these books to be read as one’s pornographic obsession but to locate a moral guide in the absence 

of responsible hosts. The host, the community, has the responsibility to embrace the orphan, the 

stranger, the widow, not in totalizing confinement but a protective caress. Thus, the way the 

community treats their stranger becomes a moral compass to how they fulfill their responsibility 

or continue in murderous indifference.  

The hitherside of this corruption is the moral guide, accentuating choices in juxtaposition 

to necessity. Kosinski said it is imperative to “guard against [the] powerful feeling of destiny 

[that] should be the source of our new morality…upon that very freedom of choice an individual 

exercises in each instance of his life, an instance being dictated entirely by chance, and not by 

necessity.”672 The chance encounter is when the stranger comes to his host and he takes the 

responsibility to quite the “rumbling clamour” of a nameless voice, as he (the host) abdicates his 

“sovereignty in the face of the Other”, taking “responsibility for the Other.”673 
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The stranger is the chance encounter for the host, and it is here that the host has the 

freedom to embrace the stranger offering him a salvific embrace. Maria Dimitrova rightly notes,  

Morality means recognizing the otherness of the Other, something which is not 

respected by laws, standards or codes. The face of the Other, bared before me, 

stripped of definitions, notions, standard or models, does not allow me to hide 

behind unifying and homogenized rules and thus transfer responsibilities to 

institutions, to the collective, to destiny, to God or some other authority, where 

the other is subject to [a] common principle.674 

This is not a moral relativism but a “moral consciousness where responsibility of the one for-the-

other is primary.”675 Moral guidelines that proceed from a systematic preconception must be 

secondary. Moreover, all critical observations with Holocaust literature need to be relegated to 

secondary questions and the primary must be ethics, how the one is or is not for the other. The 

answers that proceed from this question are what Kosinski confronts in his novels and what 

Levinas address in his philosophical project.     

Kosinski’s passive characters display the “hither side of freedom and non-freedom”, 

describing a “goodness despite itself, a goodness always older than the choice.”676 It is in this 

way that Kosinski’s moral universe can be mined. This way of reading challenges the horrifically 

sadistic reading of The Painted Bird, Steps and Being There. I believe this Levinasian 

perspective of the stranger allows the text to be understood as an important work of Holocaust 

literature, explicating the ethical implications they contain. Thus, through the use of his hosts and 

strangers, Kosinski’s works display the hither side of corruption and every kind of indifference, 
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which is Kosinski’s moral universe: courage, intelligibility, trust, liberation and love, which is 

the essence of a life given one-for-the-other.  
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